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#MeToo. It’s On Us. End Rape on Campus. #BeTheSwede. Dear UNL. These
phrases have united people all over the world to use their voices and speak out about
sexual violence. In higher education, these statements empower students to make their
voices heard, and simultaneously invoke fear in campus administrators who do not want
to be held accountable for the mishandling/lack of Title IX cases. Student survivor
activism groups, the subject of this study, have formed at universities around the country
and often use similar statements to advocate for changes they feel need to happen.
Finding no previous research, it is clear that the formation of these groups is a new
phenomenon to be studied. The current study utilizes hermeneutical phenomenology to
answer questions surrounding these groups and what outcomes have been produced,
using Museus’s Culturally Engaging Campus Environments Model as a theoretical
framework. Analysis of interviews/data follow the qualitative data analysis methods
written about by Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña. Five participants representing four
groups completed the interviews and revealed five themes of significance. The first
theme shows the primary reason for involvement is personally experiencing sexual
violence or knowing someone who has. The second theme was that students are willing

to work with administrators, but do not feel supported. The third theme shows the groups
are goal-oriented and are accomplishing these goals. A fourth theme identified is that
survivors rely on each other for support. Finally, the fifth theme was an overall sense of
distrust between survivors and their universities.
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To survivors of sexual violence everywhere.
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Chapter One: Introduction to Study
“The university is dedicated to the prevention of sexual discrimination, sexual
harassment and sexual violence, and seeks to provide a safe campus for its employees
and students” is the opening sentence in a Title IX brochure released by the University of
Nebraska-Lincoln entitled “Our Commitment to Addressing Sexual Misconduct”
(University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 2016). Many schools across the nation use similar
terminology, all asserting that their respective universities are committed to maintaining a
safe learning environment for the members of their campus communities (Penn State,
2020; Purdue University, 2020; University of Iowa, 2020; University of Minnesota,
2020).
As it was never intended to determine the culpability of individuals accused of
sexual harassment or assault, there have been numerous questions raised around the
effectiveness of university policies related to Title IX (Anderson, 2019; Keeler, 2020).
Title IX was first enacted in 1972, and was initially intended to prohibit “federally funded
educational institutions from discriminating against students or employees based on sex”
(Editors, 2019). In 1986, following the rape and murder of Jeanne Clery at Lehigh
University, and the emergence of knowledge of the “epidemic of acquaintance rape,”
universities began more frequently using Title IX guidelines to regulate sexual
misconduct on their campuses (Jones, 2015).
With growing pressure from student survivor activism groups, journalism media,
the United States government, and administrators looking to protect their institution’s
reputation, Title IX has undergone drastic changes enacted by both the federal
government and university systems. For example, the federal government recently (May
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6th, 2020) changed policies to allow cross-examination for both parties involved in a Title
IX hearing, allowing colleges the choice on following either evidence standards of
“preponderance of evidence” or “clear and convincing,” and narrowed the definition of
sexual assault (Anderson, 2020; U.S. Department of Education, 2020). Institutions were
required to enact these new regulations by August 14th, 2020 (Cromeens, 2020; CU
Boulder Today, 2020; Isselbacher, 2020; Princeton Office of Communications, 2020).
Survivors of sexual violence of any form are often left to their own devices to
cope with memory inconsistency (Luescher, 2018; Nahleen et al., 2019; Wager, 2012),
anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (Daniels, 2016; Dworkin et al.,
2017), risky sexual encounters and drinking (Lindgren et al., 2012; Littleton et al., 2013)
and other effects that are symptoms of psychological distress. These lasting effects can
often lead to student survivors feeling alone in the higher education system. Some
survivors may choose to report their assault to the Title IX office on campus, hoping to
find some relief and justice through a campus process, rather than a legal one (Cassidy,
2014). More often than not, however, survivors do not choose to lodge a formal
complaint or make any official report. The reasons for not reporting an assault have been
studied for decades (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000), from barriers like fear of retaliation and
confidentiality concerns (Thompson et al., 2007), to feelings of shame, guilt, or
embarrassment (Sable et al., 2006). Many survivors also report a fear of the police,
distrust of authority figures (Jusczak, 2015), and are worried about discrimination from
within the system (Prochuk, 2018). For those that do choose to report to a Title IX office
or to the campus police, some feel as though they did not find justice through this system

12
(Koon, 2016; Pilger, 2020; Salongia, 2020). At this point, student survivors may turn to
their peers for support and advocacy efforts.
These groups of students, to be referred to as “student survivor activism groups”
throughout the remainder of this study, often are categorized as political activist groups,
social justice groups, feminist organizations, or any other plethora of names that
encompass student activists. When looking at student protests and activism in general,
there are often patterns of activism that follow the academic calendar. One recent
example that falls outside of the typical August-May academic calendar, was the activism
that took place at Northwest Missouri State University in June and July of 2020. After the
murder of George Floyd in May 2020, students began sharing the acts of racism they had
encountered while attending their university on social media. Following this outcry of
student voices and the drafting of a new hate speech policy by Black alumni,
administrators began having discussions with Black students and other Students of Color
about changes. The first of many promised changes has already seen success, with 82%
of all faculty having completed mandatory diversity training going into the fall semester
(Collison, 2020).
These patterns and cycles of energy can have a great impact on why a group
succeeds or fails (based on their own goals). In studying “cycles of protest,” sociologists
assert that movements often arise “because activists recognize that the political climate is
receptive to their demands” (Staggenborg, 1998). These groups can fail for many reasons,
such as a lack of institutional memory, membership changes/graduation, and the
university calendar that can influence how many students are on campus (Whitford,
2019). The groups can also have much success, for some of the same reasons they can
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decline. For example, membership changes can bring about new ideas, and students can
use the university calendar to their advantage (resting over break, coming back
recharged). A specific example of the university calendar being used to make a large
impact through activism took place at Columbia University in 2014. For their senior
thesis, Emma Sulkowicz carried the mattress they were raped on everywhere they went,
even carrying it across the graduation stage. This activism made them nearly impossible
to ignore, and while they never were able to reopen their case, or find justice through the
Title IX system, they made an impact on higher education and how the institution views
and responds to sexual assault as a whole (Bauer-Wolf, 2017).
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
A review of scholarly databases did not reveal any research focused on student
survivor activism groups. There is research on individuals themselves who are survivors
of sexual violence who then become involved in activism, but as for the groups, there is
no formal research in current literature. This may be because groups of this type are very
hard to track down if you are not a student at the university where the group exists. There
may be a lack of awareness, since these groups often have to operate on the outskirts of a
traditional university system, as the university policies are typically what the groups are
aiming to reform. While there is ample research being done on bystander intervention
programs for universities surrounding sexual assault, policy changes, and so forth, there
is little information known about what has caused the existence of survivor activism
groups to form. The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the factors that
have resulted in emergence of student survivor activism groups, and how the emergence
has impacted the campus environment. The creation of student survivor activism groups
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has become a more frequent occurrence and there is a vested interest to figure out why by
both administrators of universities as well as Title IX employees. The following research
questions will guide the study:
1. What experiences led you to help form or to join a student survivor activism
group?
2. How has the environment of your institution affected this group either currently or
in the past (faculty/staff/administration, campus attitudes, student buy-in, etc.)?
3. What were or are the main goals your group hopes to accomplish?
4. In what ways has your group seen success towards their goals?
Significance of the Study
As Title IX cases continue to rise across the country, along with the politicization
of sexual assault claims in general, interest is also building in what efforts are being made
to curb these phenomena. With the formation of these student survivor activism groups,
people are asking why they are being formed and what the groups are hoping to
accomplish. While the findings of the study can hopefully be significant to a number of
constituencies, there will be three major groups who will likely find the information
presented as useful. The first group of people who would find this study significant are
university administrators. Administrators have to be concerned with the wellbeing of
their students and also in making sure the university is portrayed in a favorable light.
These groups can give the appearance to local or even national media that students’
wellbeing is not looked after, therefore resulting in bad press or mounting pressure from a
board of trustees/regents. Another group that will find the study significant are employees
at universities who work to ensure Title IX policies are being enforced. Like any
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employee, it can be assumed that these staff members want to do their jobs to the best of
their ability, and by learning more about why these groups have formed and what they are
asking for, the Title IX employees may be able to learn from this and use it to better serve
student’s needs. A third group who could find this study significant are student activists
at universities across the country, hoping to start their own group. By understanding what
work their peers have done, they could attempt to work together to further their goals and
support systems.
Background of the Phenomenon
The purpose of this overview of the history of student activism is to provide
context for the groups I have chosen to study. Because of what was previously noted, I
have decided to focus primarily on gathering information about why students choose to
form activism groups in general, instead of only focusing on researching groups who
center specifically around survivor activists. These activist groups may aim to affect
policy change at a university level but may be more focused on racial inequities or
broader topics like injustice generally. While the literature review in Chapter Two will
cover more recent happenings and policies/laws, this background will provide the
historical context for how the current state of higher education came to be. As Title IX
policy has changed drastically every four to eight years for the last twenty years, this
background will explain why that is the case.
Overview of Student Activism
Throughout history, universities have become a place for students to explore their
own identities and beliefs, sometimes pushing students to take action through the use of
walkouts, protests, uprisings, and forming student groups to advocate for their rights and
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expectations of the university they are paying to attend. The beginning of the existence of
the higher education system aligns with the beginning of student activism. One of the
earliest examples of a student protest and activism takes place at, fittingly, the first
university in the United States, Harvard University (Collier, 2018). In 1638, just two
years after the founding of the university, Harvard students rallied together to protest
against the “mouldy bread, spoiled beef, and sour beer” (Morison, 1960). This escalated
into an investigation into the head of the university, Nathaniel Eaton, and after it had
been discovered that he beat his assistant with a weapon, he was dismissed. While the
earliest forms of student activism focused on things like food and housing conditions on
campus (Ellsworth & Burns, 1969), student activism as we often see it today is focused
primarily on issues regarding politics, cultural differences, and various other social issues
that occur both on and off campus (Mintz, 2021).
As we continue following the timeline of student protests, we start to see the
effects of “in loco parentis”, which was a concept created in the 1700’s but became
legally established in the United States in 1837 (Hogan & Schwartz, 1987). Prior to 1960,
universities were to “act in place of the parent” while the student was attending the
school (United States Education Law, 2019). From the years 1800-1830, Princeton alone
saw six student rebellions (Rudolph, 1991), often attempting to speak out against unfair
punishments or disciplinary action, a direct effect of “in loco parentis”.
This doctrine quickly became outdated as the age of college students rose in the
19th and 20th centuries (Carlton, 2020). Students who were subject to being under much
stricter control of their universities began protesting curfews, freedom of speech
restrictions, and other confining policies. This nationwide protesting came to a head in
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1960, after Alabama State University (known at the time as Alabama State College)
expelled nine Black students who organized a 29 person sit-in at a “White’s only” lunch
counter in a cafeteria (Scott, 2020). Quickly, this sparked outrage and a federal lawsuit,
Dixon v. Alabama State Board of Education (1961), which resulted in the end of “in loco
parentis” for universities and upheld the notion that universities were not allowed to limit
free speech of their students (Lee, 2014). Since the 1960’s, which marked the beginning
of a tangible push for civil rights on college campuses, students have protested against
overseas wars (Kaur, 2020), racial injustices (Chung, 2015; History.com Editors, 2018),
and many other social issues.
There are other well-known college student protests, but arguably the most
infamous was the Kent State University protest on May 4th, 1970. Students had gathered
for the fourth day in a row to protest the Vietnam War, and as the day progressed and
emotions heightened, the Ohio National Guard ended up shooting 70 shots into the
crowd, killing four students and injuring nine (History.com Editors, 2020). This series of
protests on campus not only showcased the growing political divide of a nation, but also
widened the gap between protestors and law enforcement officials.
Recent student activism efforts include protesting phenomena like wars, gun
violence, racial injustices, and Title IX policies (Billington, 2019; Galvez, 2020;
Najmabadi, 2020). At the University of Missouri, after numerous racially charged events
on campus with no repercussions for the offenders, the group “Concerned Student 1950”
was created in 2015 (Mangan, 2015). The group issued a list of demands, including
things like hiring a more racially diverse faculty and staff, a larger allocation of money to
the counseling center for mental health concerns, and the immediate removal of the
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University of Missouri system president at the time, Tim Wolfe. With increasing pressure
mounting, Wolfe resigned just a month after the formation of the group (Pearson, 2015).
This is an example of a student organization that garnered national attention and achieved
their desired outcome by putting pressure on the institution by recruiting athletics to take
part in protests as well. Groups advocating for Title IX reform may have a more difficult
time achieving their goals since the topic is highly controversial, and also involves legal
knowledge of what institutions are allowed to do while also remaining in the
guidelines/regulations set in the federal law.
One example of a protest against an outcome of a Title IX case occurred in 2014.
Emma Sulkowicz, for their senior thesis at Columbia University, decided to carry the
mattress that they were raped on in 2012 everywhere that they went, as an act of
performance/endurance art. They said that this would last until their rapist had been
expelled from the university, but Columbia eventually found the accused not responsible,
so they walked across the graduation stage with the mattress in hand. A small act of
defiance against the university made national news for months and had a lasting effect on
Columbia’s campus. While the person who raped Emma remains unharmed, a survey
conducted (Hegdahl, 2017) concluded that nearly 37% of students say that Emma’s art
and strength positively affected the campus environment. Of the students that responded,
24% responded neutrally, 39% responded that the protest negatively impacted the
campus, mostly citing reasons of fear of false accusations and miscommunication. False
accusations, while an increasing topic of conversation in modern media, remain contested
in academia. In a 10-year study of one institution, out of 136 cases, 5 were proven to be
false accusations, defined as having found evidence that the crime could not have
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occurred. This study asserts that 5.9% of their sample were identified as false
accusations, and some national surveys say that this number is even lower, coming in
around 2% of all claims being false (Lisak et al., 2010; NSVRC, 2012). This is no higher
than false accusations for other crimes outside of sexual assault. Emma’s protest further
highlighted the need for changes to be made in the Title IX investigative process. In the
following sections, one can see how the fear of false accusations was addressed with
policy established as recently as May 2020.
In Chapter Two, the topic of student activism will be explored in depth with
examples specific to Title IX and how activist groups form. Chapter Two will also
expand on the research centered on how individuals come to participate in activism
related to sexual assault.
Overview of Title IX
A student survivor activism group at Princeton University, called “Princeton IX
Now”, say the Title IX system is “opaque, victim-blaming, and traumatizing” (Kang,
2019). As a result of Title IX being passed by Congress in 1972, any school receiving
federal funds must provide fair and equal treatment of the sexes in all areas, including
athletics. The years after Title IX was enacted were marked with an increase in women
enrolling in higher education institutions, and in 2016, a majority of all students enrolled
nationwide were female (56%) (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). Through
various legal court cases and institutional leapfrogging, where judges and administrators
each make small decisions based on the authority of the other, Title IX has been
transformed to attempt to encompass all forms of sexual misconduct that takes place in an
institutional setting (Melnick, 2018).
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The first guidance given by the Office for Civil Rights, housed under the U.S.
Department of Education, attempted to clarify many issues that had arisen since Title
IX’s inception in 1972. The guidelines clarified that the sex of the harasser was not
relevant, and that same-sex harassment should be treated the same as harassment that is
from a member of a sex that varies from the sex of the victim (Sexual Harassment
Guidance 1997, 2020). While they acknowledged that a gay male could discriminate
against another gay male, and that claim would fall under sexual harassment guidelines,
the Office for Civil Rights made it clear that Title IX was not meant to protect anyone
from harassment on the basis of sexual orientation. For example, if someone said, “I
don’t like you because you’re gay,” that would not be covered under these Title IX
guidelines. Another important distinction that the Office for Civil Rights made in these
guidelines was that schools were “strictly liable for harassment by teachers and staff, and
had applied a negligence standard for peer harassment” (Melnick, 2018). In contrast to
this, through various rulings in 1998 and 1999, the Supreme Court said that schools were
only to be held responsible for harassment damages if they had “actual knowledge” of
inappropriate actions or acted with “deliberate indifference” towards these claims (Cole
& Back, 2019). In 2001, in an act of defiance against the court system, the Office for
Civil Rights declined to acknowledge the Court’s rulings, and announced that they would
not be changing their 1997 guidelines around institutional responsibility (Revised Sexual
Harassment Guidance, 2001).
Since the rocky beginnings of implementing Title IX at schools and higher
education institutions, controversy has only grown. With collaboration from the Obama
White House, in 2011, the Office for Civil Rights released a “Dear Colleague” letter (Ali,
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2011). This 20-page letter called on schools to address the sexual assault “epidemic” that
was happening nationwide and provided them with guidelines that were meant to assist
them in this. While opponents of the Obama administration were unhappy with the
guidelines, claiming that it aimed to create a false narrative of “rape culture” across
higher education universities (Johnson & Stuart, Jr., 2017), academic research has shown
otherwise. The idea of rape culture being a made-up fear tactic is simply untrue. In 2015,
the Association of American Universities conducted a study including 27 higher
education institutions nationwide, and their results show that change needs to happen.
Among all graduate and undergraduate students, 11.2% would experience rape or sexual
assault. In just the undergraduate student population, 23.1% of females and 5.4% of
males would experience rape or sexual assault (Cantor et al., 2015). This study is where
the statistic that nearly 1 out of 5 women will be sexually assaulted during their time in
college comes from. This same study was replicated in 2019 for updated statistics, and to
gauge whether or not progress had been made in reducing the prevalence of sexual
violence on college campuses. Unfortunately, it was found that at 21 out of the 27
originally sampled schools, the rate of nonconsensual sexual contact by force had
increased an average of 3% for undergraduate females, and 1.4% for undergraduate males
(Cantor et al., 2019).
Theoretical Framework Overview
The theoretical framework guiding this research is the Culturally Engaging
Campus Environments (CECE) Model, developed by Samuel Museus (Museus, 2014).
The CECE Model shows how pre-college inputs and external factors interact with a
culturally engaging campus environment to positively affect student success outcomes.
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As is seen throughout national sexual violence statistics, rape and sexual assault tend to
happen more frequently to marginalized groups. People who fall into the minority in
gender identity/expression, race, and sexual orientation are far more likely to be sexually
harassed, assaulted, stalked, or raped than those in more privileged groups (End Rape On
Campus, n.d.; NCADV, 2018). The higher rates seen in these communities make it
crucial that the framework is inclusive and can ensure a more equitable approach in data
collection and analysis.
The CECE Model is not the first of its kind by any means, but it does make
significant improvements and changes based off of critiques of models and theories that
came before it. Previous theories, like Tinto’s Theory of College Student Success (Tinto,
1993), took on a colorblind approach to student persistence and resilience through
college. Colorblindness, while it may have looked good on paper many years ago, creates
a gap in understanding how Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) persist in
college environments. The lack of attention given to the realities that Students of Color
face in college served as a detriment in working towards all students’ success, so other
theories were created as a solution. One of the solutions presented years later was the
CECE Model (Museus, 2014). Unlike Tinto’s theories, Museus did not assert that
complete assimilation into a college environment was necessary for a student to succeed.
Instead, Museus took into account a students’ external influences and pre-college inputs
and how those interact with a culturally engaging campus environment along with
individual influences. By looking at a variety of determining factors, instead of just one
or two that could vary from person to person based on their upbringing and culture, the
CECE model accounts for many determining factors of a students’ positive outcomes.
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This framework was chosen for this study specifically because of its ability to
include a wide variety of people and groups, and account for any identity-based
contributors that may impact college success outcomes. Not only does it allow for race,
gender, and sexual orientation to be included in the conversation, but also allows for an
analysis of a campus environment (whether or not it is culturally engaging) to be a
determinant in a students’ success. The theoretical framework also goes hand in hand
with the research questions of this study, as they both complement one another in
accounting for how big of a role environment plays in a person’s life.
Methodology Overview
One can approach a qualitative research study with a slew of methodologies to
choose from, but there is only one that would cater itself so well to this specific study.
Hermeneutic phenomenology allows for a subjective account of experiences had by
people or groups (Neubauer et al., 2019). In this study, I will be attempting to understand
a person or groups interactions, from their point of view, with the university they attend
and the policies that are in place at said universities.
Hermeneutic phenomenology is defined by three major ontological commitments:
nature of reality, nature of human experience, and human nature (Laverty, 2003). How
these are perceived by philosophers are what differentiates hermeneutic phenomenology
from other methodological choices. Nature of reality is interpreted as humans actively
constructing their own realities, knowledge, and identities, as opposed to there being
realities in the world that are just waiting to be discovered. Nature of human experience is
understood as the human experience being a developing narrative, rather than something
dictated by specific personal and environmental events. Human nature is understood as
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humans actively engaging in the manufacturing of assigning meaning to events and
objects, as opposed to simply taking in and then transforming meaning from information
that already exists in the environment (Patterson & Williams, 2002). These three
commitments that assist in defining hermeneutic phenomenology lend themselves greatly
to working with survivors of sexual assault and student survivor activism groups.
By taking into account what perceptions of the experiences students have at their
schools, and what meanings they assign to them, understanding should come of what
goals the student survivor activism groups hope to accomplish, and how successful the
groups are in completing these goals. Data collection will be done in accordance with the
methodology and framework presented in this chapter, and will consist of one interview
with each participant that follows the research guide in Appendix D. Data collected will
then be coded and analyzed using the qualitative methods described by Miles, Huberman,
and Saldaña (2014).
Definition of Relevant Terms
Activism. The use of direct and noticeable action to achieve a result, usually a political or
social one (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.).
Advocate. Often referred to as survivor or victim advocates in campus settings, an
advocate assists with defining and prioritizing an individual’s needs (Center for Survivor
Agency & Justice, 2012). An advocate supports survivors by assisting them with crisis
intervention, finding resources, and normalizing and validating their experiences
(Washington Coalition of Sexual Assault Programs, 2018).
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Mandatory Reporter. Identified university employees who must report incidents of
sexual violence to the Title IX office at their institution (Brown, 2018). Those identified
as mandatory reporters vary from institution to institution.
Rape Culture. “A culture in which sexual violence is treated as the norm and victims
are blamed for their own assaults. It's not just about sexual violence itself, but about
cultural norms and institutions that protect rapists, promote impunity, shame victims, and
demand that women make unreasonable sacrifices to avoid sexual assault” (Taub, 2014).
Sexual Violence. “Any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual
comments or advances, or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed, against a person’s
sexuality using coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in
any setting, including but not limited to home and work” (Krug et al., 2002).
Student Survivor Activism Groups. Groups of student survivors of sexual violence who
participate in activism to achieve/work towards their intended goals.
Survivor of Sexual Assault. An empowering term that allows a person to communicate
that “they have been through an ordeal, but they have come out the other end” (Sexual
Assault Kit Initiative, 2020). Some prefer this term instead of being referred to as a
victim.
Title IX. Title IX “protects people from discrimination based on sex in education
programs or activities that receive Federal financial assistance” (U.S. Department of
Education, 2015). The original text is as follows: “No person in the United States shall,
based on sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected
to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial
assistance” (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).
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U.S. Department of Education. A government agency created in 1980 in order to
establish policies on federal financial aid, collecting data on America’s schools, focus
national attention on key educational issues, and to prohibit discrimination and ensure
equal access to education (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
U.S. Department of Justice. A government agency created in 1870 to enforce and
defend the law of the United States, to ensure public safety, provide federal leadership in
crime prevention, to seek punishment for guilty parties, and to ensure fair and impartial
justice for all Americans (Department of Justice, 2014).
Victim of Sexual Assault. Victim describes a person who has been subjected to sexual
assault, and also serves as an identifier that provides certain rights under the law (Sexual
Assault Kit Initiative, 2020).
Chapter One Summary
Chapter One provided an overview of how student survivor activism groups have
forged their own path in the realm of higher education. From Title IX proceedings to a
survivor’s distrust in local police, the formation of these groups has sparked many
necessary conversations between higher education administration, Title IX employees,
university faculty and staff, and students themselves. Some quotes or sources
interchangeably use victim and survivor to construe a similar population, which is why
there is a list of relevant definitions include. Chapter One covered a brief history of
student activism in general, as well as a brief overview of Title IX, both of which will be
discussed in more depth in Chapter Two. The choice of methodology will also be
expanded upon in the following chapter included as part of the literature review in order
to thoroughly explain the choices made.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
Introduction
Throughout the history of the United States, the most impactful and effective
change generally happens after an outpouring of support in favor of or against a certain
cause. We see this more frequently when rights of citizens are being threatened or
undermined. One of the first examples of this dates back to 1773, when U.S. colonists felt
they were being unfairly taxed by the British government (Editors, 2020). Throwing tea
off of a boat and into the harbor was less about the tea they were being forced to import,
and more about the patriots deciding that taxation without fair representation in
parliament was unacceptable. This is arguably one of the most decisive turning points in
their history, because as they threw tea into the water, they catapulted themselves into the
Revolutionary War in 1775. There are numerous other examples I could discuss in more
depth that would all eventually go to show that a protest is what U.S. citizens often turn
to in order to attempt to change legislation or enact a social movement. Unfortunately, the
First Amendment in the U.S. Constitution only protects the right to peacefully assemble
and does not require the government to actually change anything they are doing in
response to said peaceful assembly.
Wars aside, the U.S. is ideally supposed to be a country where all voices are
heard, all groups have representation, and every citizen is entitled to specific unalienable
rights. Where the country runs into issues with these seemingly easy-to-adhere-to
statements, is when “rights” are taken away or negotiated for, when they are applied
differently from one person to the next, or when the government system itself makes it
impossible for each person to be granted the same rights, turning the rights into privileges

28
reserved for the citizens with the better access to resources. So, when a one-time protest
in a small town against police brutality does not change anything, and when 30 petitions
sent to the government fail to release anyone from death row in prison, people who have
had their rights threatened may feel inspired to do more and to become a part of a larger
movement that aligns with their values and motives.
What happens at a national level often mirrors what will happen at a smaller,
closer-to-home level. This is what we have seen happen on college campuses, where a
group will take issue with their administration, or its policies, and tries to make a
difference for the students who are paying to attend the schools. As mentioned in the
introductory chapter, student protests on college campuses date back to the first
university in the United States. While it is important to understand the history behind
student protests and activism, it is more important to this study to be intentional to
include recent efforts of activist groups, as much has changed since the 1700’s.
Historical Context of Title IX
For only being thirty-seven words long, Title IX has had an enormous impact on
education in the last fifty years. “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex,
be excluded from participation in, be denied benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination
under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (U.S.
Department of Education, 2015) remain words that forever changed the opportunities
available to people of all sexes. After the Department of Education began operating in
May of 1980 (U.S. Department of Education, 2010), there has always been a struggle as
to how Title IX should be interpreted. This is clear with the number of legal challenges
made to reverse the law in its history, and how many still stand in present day.

29
Court Cases
The first time Title IX was utilized to protect the rights of survivors of sexual
violence was in 1980. The court case Alexander v. Yale was groundbreaking in not only
being the first case of its kind, but also that it set a precedent that holds strong to this day.
There were five plaintiffs, all of whom attended Yale College between 1973 and 1980.
Four out of the five plaintiffs had experienced sexual harassment in some form while
attending school, and the fifth plaintiff alleged that because there was not a reporting
mechanism for sexual harassment established at the college, that she was forced to spend
her own time and money in finding support and justice for survivors. Although they did
not win their case, the District court agreed with their legal argument in that “academic
advancement conditioned upon submission to sexual demands constitutes sex
discrimination in education” (Alexander v. Yale, 1980). The court also upheld that Yale’s
failure to have a reporting system in place was inadequate to be compliant under Title IX.
In 1990, the first true “guide” on how to interpret Title IX is published for use by
investigators whose job it is to ensure that Title IX is being carried out in educational
settings, this guide being focused primarily on athletics (Bonnette & Daniel, 1990). The
guide outlined what were and were not acceptable differences between males and females
in various components that make up athletics, including coaches, locker rooms, training
facilities, financial assistance, and scheduling of games. Following the publishing of the
guide, and for numerous years after, many lawsuits (Brentwood Academy v. Tennessee
Secondary School Athletic Association et al., 2001; Cohen v. Brown University, 1995;
Communities for Equity v. Michigan High School, 2001; Franklin v. Gwinnett County
Public Schools, 1992) arose in an attempt to challenge the new interpretation. Most of the
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cases decided after the guide was published were decided in favor of the plaintiff. As
seen in Franklin v. Gwinnett County Public Schools, the Supreme Court ruled that
monetary damages were available under Title IX following a sexual harassment suit. In
another Supreme Court decision, it was decided that Title IX does not allow retaliation.
Even though the plaintiff was a male in this case, he spoke out against unequal funding
for his women’s team and was fired. Jackson eventually won the case, ultimately
protecting future victims from retaliation from those who commit acts against them, or
from educational spaces who only have interests in protecting themselves (Jackson v.
Birmingham Board of Education, 2005).
Aside from the aforementioned court cases, there were many other decisions that
specifically upheld that Title IX should be used to ensure a safe educational environment
where students could attend without discrimination. The Supreme Court and the
Department of Justice have been able to make the claim, that with previous rulings and
the wording of Title IX, that educational settings should strive to prevent sexual violence.
There were two court cases in particular that established that Title IX prohibits sex-based
harassment by both student and teachers, and when it does happen, it must be addressed
and must be prevented from happening again (Davis v. Monroe County Board of
Education, 1999; Gebser v. Lago Vista Independent School District, 1998). In both cases,
the Court held that a victim of harassment/violence may still be eligible for financial
reparations but must have be able to prove that a school official was acting with
deliberate indifference in regard to the situation.
Another clarification made through court cases was that Title IX not only covers
biological sex, but also protects students who fail to conform to gender stereotypes. Two
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court cases in 2010 and 2011 helped in upholding this ruling, both of which argued that
the deliberate indifference from school administrators had caused a lack of educational
opportunity for the plaintiffs (J.L. v. Mohawk Central School District, 2010; Pratt v.
Indian River Central School District et al., 2011). These cases were in line with a 2001
case, Putman v. Board of Education of Somerset Independent School, which ended in a
settlement between the two parties, but a ruling that would give perceived or actual
sexual orientation the same protection as perceived or actual gender (Putman v. Board of
Education of Somerset Independent School, 2001).
Dear Colleague Letters
A “Dear Colleague” letter is often used as a guidance tool, written by a federal
government agency, that attempts to explain and clarify existing laws and amendments.
While the letters themselves are not necessarily binding, as they are not formally written
into law, they should be treated as policy statements. These statements have been written
to interpret and explain the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, the National
Defense Authorization Act, Title IX, and countless others.
In 2004, one of the earliest “Dear Colleague” letters regarding Title IX was
published by the United States Department of Education (Marcus, 2004). This letter
covered both Title IX and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the purpose was
to address and clarify these protections. While the 2001 “Dear Colleague” letter outlined
the rulings that were a result of the Gebser v. Lago Vista Independent School District
case, the 2004 letter reminded school officials that they are required to designate a Title
IX coordinator, create and uphold a nondiscrimination policy, and form grievance
procedures to address complaints (Winn, 2017).
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The most well-known “Dear Colleague” letter was published in 2011, under the
Barack Obama administration’s Department of Education, where they state that it is a
supplement to the 2001 letter (Ali, 2011). This letter was arguably the most impactful on
the state of higher education, as it outlined three major components that institutions
needed to follow to be in compliance with Title IX. While three components do not seem
like enough to cover an entire reporting, investigatory, and judiciary process, the three
were elaborated on enough to span nearly 19 pages. This letter was the most in-depth
piece of guidance available to educational institutions regarding how to utilize and
interpret Title IX. The first component was to make the nondiscrimination policy public
and available to all members of a campus community. Second, a Title IX coordinator
should be hired or designated to oversee institutional compliance and handle complaints.
Not only should an institution hire a Title IX coordinator, but there were specific
trainings that they should participate in as well. For example, a Title IX coordinator
should be trained in how to investigate a sexual harassment complaint, among other
things. Last, an institution should establish Title IX grievance processes that can provide
a resolution for both students and employees who report a complaint. The last component
was the lengthiest, covering topics such as how an investigation should be conducted,
how to ensure fairness and equity, reporting and communication mandates, and most
importantly, discussed the burden of gathering evidence.
This 2011 letter states that schools must use a “preponderance of the evidence”
standard when investigating and hearing these complaints, or in other words, determining
if “it is more likely than not that sexual harassment or violence occurred” (Ali, 2011).
These words are what caused an outcry of disapproval of these new interpretations of
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policy, as many traditionally conservative groups and administrators claimed that Title IX
should require evidence that was “clear and convincing”. The Foundation for Individual
Rights in Education, or FIRE, is an organization that primarily focuses on violations of
the first amendment as it relates to education, took issue with the letter, claiming that due
process and freedom of expression were being ignored (Creeley, 2012). The Atlantic, a
news organization, writes that the interpretations being offered are “unjust to men,
infantilize women, and ultimately undermine the legitimacy of the fight against sexual
violence” (Yoffe, 2017, para. 14). Despite the blowback from those wanting to protect an
accused perpetrator of sexual violence, many others were relieved at the deliverance of
the new policies. EROC (End Rape on Campus) and RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest
National Network), two of the largest national organizations raising awareness about
sexual violence, were both in support of the 2011 “Dear Colleague” letter (EROC, n.d.;
RAINN, n.d.), as were many other survivors of sexual violence. One survivor and victim
advocate said that the publishing of the letter was “a personal moment of justice” (R.
Wilson, 2017).
Following the 2011 letter, there were a few more “Dear Colleague” letters
published to provide clarification on various topics, but one that required the most
accommodations from educational institutions was published on May 13th, 2016. Entitled
“Dear Colleague Letter on Transgender Students”, this letter defined gender identity, sex
assigned at birth, transgender, and gender transition. The two departments who authored
the letter, U.S. Department of Education and U.S. Department of Justice, assert that a
student’s gender identity must be treated the same as the student’s sex, in regard to how
they are treated under Title IX. This letter provided protection for transgender students,
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regardless of how far along they were in their gender transition, or whether or not they
had changed their legal documents to match their gender identity (Lhamon & Gupta,
2016).
Due to the length of time that Title IX has been in place, it’s history and effects
span much further than were necessary to cover for the purposes of this research. This
section focused primarily on Title IX before 2016, which will be covered in following
sections. The numerous court cases mentioned, as well as the changes made over time to
interpretations and compliance efforts, has brought us to the present. It is important to
note that if the Department of Education policies continue to change every four to eight
years following the presidential administration, that the context of higher education
institutions at the time of this study’s completion could have also changed. The next
section will talk about this phenomenon more in depth, and how this one educational
amendment has caused so much controversy.
Title IX in Present Day
Title IX has had an undoubtedly long history, but many of the most drastic
changes have happened over the course of the last decade. To fully understand how Title
IX functions today, it is important to know the history. Unfortunately, not all history is
created equally, and oftentimes, regulations can be rescinded and altered to fit better into
the worldview of those in power.
Title IX Under the Trump Administration
On February 22nd, 2017, the U.S. Department of Justice and U.S. Department of
Education under Donald Trump’s administration rescinded the Dear Colleague Letter on
Transgender Students. Stating that there were legal issues with previously enforced

35
guidelines, the departments took away protections for transgender students, or even
students who simply did not conform to gender norms (Kreighbaum, 2017). In the
rescindment letter, the departments write that “sex” as stated in the Title IX amendment
refers to biological sex, and not gender identity (Battle & Wheeler II, 2017), therefore
making it more difficult for a student to prove there was harassment or violence occurring
that was a result of their identities. This letter did not provide any new guidelines for
handling harassment as it deals with transgender students, instead stating that schools
must continue to ensure the safety of all students, including members of the LGBT
community.
Betsy DeVos, the U.S. Secretary of Education who served from February 7, 2017
to January 8, 2021, made sweeping changes to the previous guidelines that were set in
place through the Obama-era “Dear Colleague” letters. She not only rescinded them but
announced plans to entirely changed how Title IX cases should be handled by
educational institutions. On September 22, 2017, she announced that institutions should
revert back to the “Revised Sexual Harassment Guidance” issued in 2001, and the “Dear
Colleague” letter from January 25th, 2006 (Press Office, 2017). This was a precursor, she
mentioned, to new legislation that would be formed after consulting with many
stakeholders, including survivors, campus administrators, parents, students, and experts
in the field. What was not mentioned in this 2017 announcement was that she had been
meeting with multiple “men’s rights” organizations, such as the National Coalition for
Men (NCFM). She also chose to meet with Families Advocating for Campus Equality
(FACE) and Stop Abusive and Violent Environments (SAVE) which are both groups
who have supported those who have been accused of committing crimes of sexual
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violence (Dooley et al., 2017). This news was not received well by many Title IX
investigators on campuses, nor sexual violence prevention groups. Sexual violence
prevention groups like RAINN and EROC were displeased because DeVos had chosen to
meet with NCFM, FACE, and SAVE, and not groups like themselves. For the time period
after her announcement to the release of the new guidelines, universities were left with
many questions about what the future of Title IX would look like, and survivors were left
in the dark with how their cases may be handled moving forward.
2020 Title IX Regulations. In 2018, the U.S. Department of Education released
the proposed regulations, which would undertake a notice-and-comment process, which
had not been done since 1997. DeVos did this to ensure the regulations, once officially
released, would be legally binding. There were over 124,000 public comments on the
regulations, many coming from groups and organizations in education (Anderson,
2020b), as well as survivor advocacy groups. The American Council on Education (2019,
para. 7) along with 60 additional higher education associations sent in their comments as
well, stating that “we think these draft regulations are a step in the wrong direction”,
particularly concerned about the one-size-fits-all approach to resolutions, as well as quick
dismissals of complaints that may not fit into a narrowed definition of what would count
as a Title IX violation.
After many months of considering the comments and rewriting certain pieces of
the legislation, DeVos and the U.S. Department of Education released the new
regulations of Title IX on May 6, 2020. These regulations had to be in place and enforced
at all public educational institutions by August 14, 2020. Shortly after the announcement
of the regulations, attorneys general from 17 states and the District of Columbia filed a
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lawsuit to sue the Education Secretary (Kirsch, 2020). Other prominent organizations
sued Betsy DeVos as well, including the ACLU and the National Women’s Law Center
(ACLU, 2020; Eagle, 2020; Green, 2020). These organizations and states pursued these
cases to attempt to block the regulations from being implemented, many claiming that
these new rules would derail current cases or deter future cases from being pursued. At
the time of completion of this thesis, the suit brought by the ACLU has been dismissed
by a federal judge (Quilantan, 2020), and the others are on hold, pending anticipated
changes to federal regulations (Court Listener, 2021; Pacer Monitor, 2021). While there
were many opposed, there were also supporters of the changes, most who claimed that
the Obama-era regulations had gone too far in “favoring the accuser” (Anderson, 2020b).
The policies that went into effect on August 14, 2020 were broad and sweeping, a
complete shift from previous regulations. While stalking, domestic violence, and dating
violence were added as forms of sexual harassment, the overall scope of what is actually
considered sexual harassment was severely narrowed. It is defined as “any unwelcome
conduct that a reasonable person would find so severe, pervasive and objectively
offensive that it denies a person equal educational access” (U.S. Department of
Education, 2020b). The words “severe, pervasive and offensive” are particularly
troubling for those who are not supportive of the regulations, as it implies that some “less
serious” offenses may not have the opportunity to go through a formal Title IX process at
all.
A second change was related to the hearing process of Title IX complaints. The
new regulations require colleges and universities to allow for cross-examination of both
the complainant and the responding party, as well as witnesses. This cross-examination
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will take place in a live hearing to be led by university officials. Over the years, victim
advocates and lawyers have been able to shield the survivor from any cross-examination,
as it could lead to more hostility and therefore furthering the unsafe environment that
they have already filed a complaint about. The regulations do clarify that the parties
involved in a case may not directly cross-examine one another, but instead an adviser or a
member of legal counsel must take this piece of the hearing on themselves. Even
supporters of the policy changes agree that this process may re-traumatize a survivor of
sexual violence or may even further deter reporting of a violation of the student code of
conduct (Gerstmann, 2020).
Another change implemented in the new regulations states that higher education
institutions are only obligated to respond to reports and complaints of sexual violence
off-campus if the location is in use by an officially recognized student organization or
institution. Some locations that would be deemed as a university being obligated to
respond to would include fraternity and sorority housing, athletic housing, or student
organization meeting places. This rule does not apply to handling complaints of sexual
violence and harassment that occur outside of the United States, even if the incident
occurs on an educational abroad program that is directly affiliated with the institution.
They do leave the door open that universities may choose to still respond to complaints
outside of the United States, but they do not have to take any action if they so choose.
Finally, the last major change was removing the guidance to use only a
“preponderance of the evidence” standard of proof of whether or not a violation of
student code of conduct had occurred. Now, universities and colleges have the choice
between the previous standard of evidence, or to use the “clear and convincing” standard
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as a burden of proof measure. This not only allows institutions to behave in more of a
court-like fashion, in line with the cross-examination of complainant and accused, but is
asking them to take on a level of proof that some Title IX investigators, university
officials, and victim advocates feel is blurring the lines between a criminal proceeding
and a school proceeding. Previously, most universities had to have enough evidence to
determine whether or not an infraction of a student code of conduct had likely occurred,
as compared to now where the institution could be expected to conduct investigations
similarly as to how it would happen in a court setting.
There are of course other changes that universities have had to comply with, such
as training guidelines for Title IX employees at a college. Colleges are also no longer
allowed to use the “single investigator model”, which allowed one singular person to
handle a case from beginning to end. This new rule will require three staff persons to be
involved in the process of adjudicating a clain (Anderson, 2020b). A final rule to be made
aware of is that there is no longer a specific time frame for how quickly cases need to be
responded to. It states in the released regulations that institutions should have a
“reasonably prompt” period of time for carrying out various steps in the process, but does
not define what this means or looks like (U.S. Department of Education, 2020b).
Currently, as Joseph Biden and Kamala Harris have been sworn into office on
January 6th, 2021, there have already been calls for this administration to rescind most if
not all Title IX guidance put forth by the Trump administration. A joint letter signed by
over 100 organizations, some of the most prominent being the American Psychological
Association, the Clery Center, End Rape on Campus, Equal Rights Advocates, Girls Inc.,
GLSEN, It’s On Us, Know Your IX, NASPA, and PFLAG National, was sent to the
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administration on December 11th, 2020. They call for an immediate cease in enforcement
of the 2020 changes to Title IX and release interim guidance that follows what was
previously in place. They then include action steps like increasing support and resources
for anti-sexual harassment initiatives, strengthening Title IX enforcement, improve data
collection on the pervasiveness of the issue of sexual violence, and to listen directly to
survivors and students when writing new legislation (Kaufmann et al., 2020).
Title IX rules and regulations will likely change during and after the writing of
this body of research and will continue to change every time a new U.S. Department of
Education Secretary is announced and hired. It is important to continue to stay up-to-date
with current happenings to best understand what policies universities and students are
navigating. In the following sections, characteristics of survivors of sexual violence will
be discussed as well as how survivors interact with activism.
Survivors of Sexual Violence
Survivors of sexual violence, often referred to as victims, are a complex group of
individuals who have been subjected to one or more of a multitude of behaviors/actions.
These behaviors could include sexual assault, sexual harassment, stalking, domestic
violence, intimate partner violence, rape, and any unwanted or coerced sexual act.
Whether or not a survivor chooses to report a crime is up to them, and a lack of a report
does not equate to a lack of lasting effects on the survivor. Some survivors would say that
not reporting likely benefitted them, as they were able to avoid involvement with police
and lawyers.
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Characteristics of Survivors
While each survivor processes situations differently, and has their own individual
characteristics and responses, there are effects directly tied to being a survivor of sexual
violence. First, it is important to understand the scope of who can be made a survivor.
The scope is simple: anyone can be victimized, regardless of gender or sex, sexual
orientation, race, religion, ability, or socioeconomic class. There are populations that are
far more likely to be a victim of sexual violence, usually seeing higher rates where two or
more minoritized identities overlap. Overall, sexual violence has been on the rise for
years (Cantor et al., 2019).
1 in 5 women (25.5 million) in the United States and an estimated 2.8 million men
(2.6%) will report a completed or attempted rape victimization at some point in their lives
(Smith et al., 2018). When breaking these numbers down, one can begin to see the
discrepancies between the prevalence rates of rape when it comes to race. While 80% of
all rapes are reported by White women, White women are less likely to be raped than
Women of Color. Specifically, the rate at which White women are victims to rape is
17.7%, while Black women are 18.8% likely. In addition to these statistics, American
Indian/Alaska Native women have a prevalence rate of 34.1% and women of Mixed
Races are at 24.4%. For men, the discrepancies are even larger, as Men of Color are also
disproportionately affected by rape when compared to White men (End Rape On
Campus, n.d.). As one can see, racial groups in the minority are much more likely to be
victimized than historically majority groups have. This is even more prominent when
considering the LGBTQA+ community, as 47% of all transgender (trans) people have
been sexually assaulted at some point in their lives. These rates grow even higher when
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discussing transgender People of Color, as 65% of American Indian trans people, 85% of
Two-Spirit natives, 59% of Multiracial trans people, 53% of Black trans people, and 58%
of Middle Eastern trans people have been victims of sexual violence (James et al., 2016;
Lehavot et al., 2009; Seelman, 2015).
While prevalence rates are clearly disproportionate between different races and
gender identities, there is an equalizer, and that is the long- and short-term side-effects
that experiencing sexual violence brings. When someone is a victim of sexual violence,
they may experience a variety of psychological, emotional, and physical effects. These
effects can creep into a survivor’s everyday life, sometimes deterring their desire to live.
More than 1/3 of rape survivors report that they have contemplated suicide since their
assault, and 13% have reported that they have attempted suicide (Department of Family
Services, 2020). Suicidal ideation is just one of the effects of sexual violence, and there
are many contributing factors that can influence this ideation as well.
An act of sexual violence is often thought of as a loss of control, or a forcible
taking of control, and as a repercussion of this, many survivors develop eating disorders
in an unconscious attempt to regain this control. Those who have survived sexual
violence may also begin to self-harm or turn to substance abuse as a way to cope with the
memories of what has happened to them (RAINN, 2021). Other mental health concerns
that may develop include depression, flashbacks, post-traumatic stress disorder,
dissociation, panic attacks, and sleep disorders. It is important to recognize that all
survivors cope with this trauma in their own ways, so while some survivors may struggle
with one of these on occasion, others may deal with many of them all at once.
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As for more short-term effects, survivors are more likely to experience
psychological responses that serve as the body’s response to the trauma. Some examples
of these include acute stress reactions, emotional detachment, and sleep disturbances
(CDC, 2019). As mentioned in Chapter One, they may experience memory lapses in the
short and long-term following the attack as well. All of these reactions are normal
following any form of violence but seem to be more positively associated for those who
survive violence that is sexual in nature.
Access to resources to reach out for help or to start the healing process are still not
as accessible to People of Color as they are to White people, which is why many new
organizations and non-profits have been founded to offset this systemic failure. More
organizations for sexual violence survivors have been created as the problem has grown
more pervasive over time (or just more noticeable, see: Societal Movements), but it is
difficult to say if they are reaching even a considerable amount of those affected by
sexual violence.
Lack of Reporting. With such a large amount of the general population being
affected by sexual violence, the number of reports of crimes of sexual violence made
each year are disproportionate. There are many reasons for this underreporting of crimes,
and they can be complicated with the fact that some survivors have marginalized
identities, cultural differences, and religious beliefs. For example, if a survivor fears they
will not be believed when they report, this fear could be amplified if they are reporting
someone within their religious community.
Survivors of sexual violence experience a broad range of side-effects due to
trauma. This can include self-blame, or even being unaware that their experience
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constitutes as sexual violence under the law. Self-blame is a concept that Karen G. Weiss
says happens because of the role gender and sexuality play in our lives (Weiss, 2010). In
another study by Weiss, ambiguity towards what counts as something that needs to be
reported is another prevailing factor in why many survivors do not choose to report the
crimes committed against them (Weiss, 2013). Similar results were found in a study that
showed 60% of women do not view what happened towards them as counting as rape,
even though it fits within the legal definition (Wilson & Miller, 2015).
In a 2006 study, sexual violence survivors who were assaulted in college report
that the main reasons they chose not to report are shame and guilt, concerns about
confidentiality, and fear of not being believed (Sable et al., 2006). This lack of reporting
is not unique to higher education institutions but is a symptom of a problem happening
across the nation. Men in prison and women in the military also have higher rates of not
reporting crimes of sexual violence (Fowler et al., 2010; Mengeling et al., 2014; Miller,
2010). Survivors state that fear of retaliation, fear of being victim-blamed, and general
distrust of the system are reasons for not reporting (Fowler et al., 2010; Mengeling et al.,
2014; Miller, 2010; Sable et al., 2006; Weiss, 2013; L. C. Wilson & Miller, 2015).
Sexual Violence Survivors and Activism
While there is not any research about student survivor activism groups
themselves, there is research surrounding individual survivors and activism, and how
these two intertwine with one another. Maya Angelou, a renowned poet, activist, and
survivor of sexual violence, wrote “you may not control all the events that happen to you,
but you can decide not to be reduced by them” (Angelou, 2008, p. 12) . Often times, we
as a society tend to want to seek out the best outcomes, and the most positive people, but
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what we fail to realize with survivors is how long of a process this may be. With research
constantly being developed about the healing process after an encounter with sexual
violence, we are learning more and more that survivors may turn to activism as a form of
healing.
In a recent study examining how becoming involved with anti-sexual violence
activism could impact a survivor, researchers found that involvement in such activism
had a positive correlation to both post-traumatic growth and positive affect on a survivor
(Swanson & Szymanski, 2020). This study, while it had a relatively small sample size
(281 participants) considering how often sexual violence occurs in the United States,
suggests that survivors who become involved in activism efforts may experience more
growth, quicker healing, and a stronger ability to cope with their trauma throughout their
day to day lives. In an interview with the creators of “The Hunting Ground”, a film
created to bring awareness to the epidemic of campus sexual violence, they point out the
fact that such activism may be on the rise in more recent times because of technology
available to survivors. They assert that decades ago, survivors did not have access to the
resources that those in current times have available to them. The effects of surviving
sexual violence are still very much the same, including PTSD, depression, and suicidal
ideation. Now, using technology that allows a person to connect with others instead of
being completely isolated in a physical community, a survivor may seek out tools to
create lasting change. By reaching out to support groups or organizations who are set up
to support survivors, they oftentimes find support and empowerment, which can then lead
to strategizing and motivating one another to speak out about what happened to them
(Crowdus, 2015).
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Chris Linder, an associate professor at University of Utah, has also completed
research on student activism as it relates to sexual assault. In a 2017 study, Linder and
Meyers (2018) decided to study institutional betrayal and how it can impact survivors of
sexual violence. This qualitative study focused on 10 accounts told by survivor activists
and detailed the ways in which institutions have failed to act or have failed to prevent the
violence from happening in the first place. After hearing the accounts, the team then
discussed how institutional betrayal can lead to activism on the same campus. The study
also cites how institutional betrayal can happen and has happened at every level of a
university. Not only does betrayal happen between individuals having a conversation in a
room, but it also happens departmentally and systemically. At the systemic level, betrayal
can look like survivors fearing punishment for reporting an incident, educators and
administrators being complicit and encouraging the cover-up of sexual violence, and
inadequate policies that do not protect survivors.
The researchers found that more often than not, survivors, like any other student,
still felt a loyalty to their institution, even after initially feeling betrayal. This feeling of
loyalty is often what sparks students to become involved with activist efforts, as they
want to see positive changes happening at a place they feel connected to. As one
example, a survivor reported a violation of the student code of conduct but was then
discriminated against because he was gay. Because of this, he felt motivated to advocate
for a gender-neutral sexual violence policy at the school (Linder & Myers, 2018). The
concept of institutional betrayal is not new and has been studied numerous times in the
past decades (McMackin et al., 2009; Monteith et al., 2021; Stader & WilliamsCunningham, 2017), but how this relates to survivors is still a question that remains
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largely unknown in the present day. While some small studies are being completed, it is
easier to look at other groups besides students as examples of what can happen when
students experience this phenomenon. The next section is about social movements
outside of higher education.
Societal Movements
The earliest time in United States history where we saw survivors of sexual
violence speaking out to affect change was in 1866. Following a three-day protest, the
Memphis Riots of 1866, a congressional committee convened to investigate the
proceedings of those days, as well as the violence that had occurred. In the wake of so
much death, there were also countless other acts of violence inflicted upon Black people,
including rape. Five Black women were called to testify to their accounts of what
happened that day, recounting stories of rape and assault. Although this was a horrific act
of destruction to property, life, and Black people in the South as a collective, the report
produced by Congress led to a national endorsement of the Fourteenth Amendment. The
testimony from these women completely shifted the legislation in the United States into
something closer to how we see it today (Greensite, 2009; Lanum, 2011).
Aside from individual moments, or small acts to attempt to bring awareness,
discussion around ending rape and sexual violence did not gain traction again until the
1970’s. In January, 1971, there was the first ever rape speak-out, organized by a group
called the “New York Radical Feminists” (Poskin, 2006). Women shared their
experiences with rape and sexual violence, and the mostly all-female group applauded
and cried together (Manhart & Rush, 1971). The accounts of that night were never
officially recorded, but this speak-out energized a movement that continues on today.
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The first “Take Back the Night” event was held in 1975, which is a march that
aims to raise awareness and stand against sexual violence (Hibsch, 2010). Reclaiming the
night where a survivor was raped or assaulted can be a powerful moment and walking
hand in hand with other people who have been through the same things is even more
powerful. This march soon spread to higher education institutions, as more survivors felt
compelled to speak out about the violence happening on their own campuses. Many
universities continue to host Take Back the Night events to this day, as they can be
powerful and healing and at the same time, raising awareness for the epidemic of sexual
assault.
In 2006, the “me too” awareness campaign was founded. Tarana Burke began
using the words “me too” to relate to survivors of sexual assault, and to let them know
that they were not alone in the grief they were feeling. Tarana says “When your life is
forever changed by sexual violence, where can you turn? Who can help you? What are
the words you need to hear most?” in explaining why she chose these words to start a
movement (MeTooMvmt, 2021). It was not until 2017 when the words truly were heard
on a large scale by the public, when the “MeToo” hashtag went viral. After just one year
of survivors sharing their stories online through various platforms, the hashtag had been
used 19 million times on Twitter alone (D. Brown, 2018). This specific moment was
unlike anything ever seen before by the anti-rape movement that had gained traction fifty
years prior, and this time, the entire nation was listening. Government officials were
addressing the movement in speeches, celebrities were using the hashtag, and supporters
were using this as a rallying cry in activist efforts. Soon after the hashtag took off,
survivors began seeing the impact they could make with digital organizing. Harvey
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Weinstein, a serial rapist and sexual abuser, was charged with rape and criminal sexual
acts in 2018. The articles published by The New York Times garnered even more
attention for the “me too” campaign, as survivors saw one of the most successful men in
the film industry not be treated as invincible (Feuer, 2020). More survivors came out
against various other men in positions of power, who had been seemingly untouchable
before “me too” garnered national attention. Numerous business owners and CEO’s,
government employees, actors, and university employees were accused of and charged
with crimes related to sexual violence (Carlsen et al., 2018).
The Indianapolis Star first reported the allegations of sexual abuse and assault
against Larry Nassar in 2016 (T. Evans et al., 2016), but these allegations did not reach
the attention of the nation until “me too” were words that were frequenting peoples’
vocabularies. These allegations, coming from over 150 survivors, detailed various acts
that happened to them at the hands of someone who was thought to be one of the best
medical professionals in his line of work. At the time of the allegations, Nassar was
employed at Michigan State University. After he had been charged, the university
ultimately ended up terminating his contract, but students said that the university was
complicit in him being allowed to continue and repeat this behavior for decades (Wells,
2018). Protests broke out in support of his victims, and against the administration of the
university. Eventually, the university president Lou Anna K. Simon resigned, and since
then the university has been attempting to rebuild their commitment to supporting
survivors of sexual violence (Michigan State University, 2021).
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As one can see throughout this overview of societal movements related to
bringing awareness to and ending sexual violence, they continue to spark change in the
present day.
Theoretical Framework
The use of the Culturally Engaging Campus Environments Model (Museus, 2014)
was selected as a framework for this study because of its ability to encompass many
different aspects of survivorship as well as activism. By utilizing the CECE Model,
evidence will be collected so that conclusions will be able to be drawn about how well an
institution is supporting and protecting survivors, and how that is perceived by the
students on their campus. These conclusions can be drawn by connecting data from
interviews with student survivor activists and comparing that data with an institution’s
mission and guiding statements.
This model has been used in a slew of studies, including ones pertaining to
marginalized identities and activism (Blake et al., 2020; Druery & Brooms, 2019;
Gonzalez et al., 2020; Huling, 2018; McShay, 2017). A study of Black undergraduate
students and their feelings towards student involvement utilized this model to guide the
research findings. This research found that students wanted to find community, make
friends, and connect with those who had a shared background (Huling, 2018). Museus’s
model posits that students may seek out or find opportunities to grow their own culturally
engaging campus environment if an institution does not provide one, and this research
shows this to be true. At a primarily White institution, University of California – Davis,
Black students may not feel included or welcomed in many facets of the university
system, but by becoming involved in student organizations and community work, they
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had a positive association with successful college outcomes (Huling, 2018). This finding
corresponds to the CECE Model’s factors of cultural familiarity and cross-cultural
engagement.
The Culturally Engaging Campus Environment Model lends itself easily to
advocate for activism as a tool for achieving college success outcomes. As one can see in
Appendix A, humanized environments, proactive philosophies, and holistic support are
all factors in embodying cultural responsiveness (Museus, 2014). If an institution is not
providing these for the students, Museus states that it is likely that students may seek
them out on their own. In order to advocate for proactive philosophies or support from
administration, students can organize and become activists for themselves in order to
fulfill their needs. Cultural relevance, another factor of a culturally engaging campus
environment, includes examples like cultural community service and cultural validation.
Both of these can be achieved by participating in activist efforts with others who share
similar identities to them, thus strengthening the experiences they have at their respective
institutions.
The CECE Model was originally created to show the various elements that make
up a campus environment that is supportive of Students of Color and other marginalized
communities. The model explains how the various influences on an individual can impact
their overall college success outcomes, and how the campus environment interacts with
students on an individual basis. In a journal article detailing how multicultural
involvement centers can be redesigned to fit into the CECE Model, it is argued that if
campuses would adjust to this model, they would see greater success in students with
marginalized identities (McShay, 2017). While not all of the participants for the present
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research need to be of a certain race or ethnicity or other typically thought-of
marginalized identity, it is important to remember the definition of “marginalized” for the
purpose of this study. Defined as being “placed in a position of little or no importance,
influence, or power” (Dictionary.com, 2021), survivors of sexual violence can also fit
into this category, depending on social identities. Most survivors, out of no choice of
their own, are forced into a position of being less-than, of feeling unimportant and
unheard, and have their power taken away from them. Because most survivors have little
power, the CECE model centered on the experiences of marginalized individuals is a
good fit to guide this study.
Chapter Two Summary
Chapter Two builds off of information presented in Chapter One, giving a full
background of Title IX and the changes it has undergone, up until present day. This
chapter also includes characteristics about survivors of sexual violence, to provide
context for future answers in interviews with participants. Societal movements as they
relate to this topic are included briefly, as it is important to know the groundwork of how
some of the current movements were started, and how we have ended up where we are
today. Finally, the choice of theoretical framework is presented, as one can see it has
been used in similar studies surrounding students and activism.
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Chapter Three: Research Design
Introduction
The goal of this study was to answer the previously listed research questions,
mainly focusing on the influencing factors, goals, and outcomes of student survivor
activism groups. This chapter will first open with a positionality statement to outline my
personal experiences in this research and may help to explain further why this population
was chosen for the topic of study. Second, the theoretical framework will be explained, as
well as provide reasoning for choosing this specific model. The third section will address
the methodology choice that will then be discussed at length. The fourth and fifth
sections cover data collection and data analysis processes and why certain methods were
chosen for this specific population. The process for identifying participants will then be
discussed and will then move into assumptions/limitations/delimitations. Finally, there is
a section on how I ensured quality research throughout this process. With the proposed
theoretical framework, methodology, and data collection/analysis processes, an ideal
outcome would be to learn more about a previously unresearched topic that can be of use
to many university constituents.
Positionality Statement
Activism has always been something I have participated in and has pushed me to
remain true to myself. Whether this be attending protests in person, sharing on social
media, having difficult conversations with those who are close to me, or advocating on
behalf of students at various institutions, I have never wavered from my morals and
values. I have a difficult time completing tasks that I am not passionate about, which is
likely why activism has always interested me, because a lot of the activism I participate
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in is based on helping, supporting, and/or fighting for the rights of other humans, which
aligns with my morals. Having been affected by sexual violence and knowing countless
friends who have experienced similar things, completing research on student survivor
activism groups seemed like a good fit for me, as it combines my love for activism and
personal areas of interest. Since first hearing about activism of this type on college
campuses, I have been so intrigued as to how much these groups can accomplish. Every
time there was a protest or a sit-in or a demonstration, I would follow along on social
media just to learn more. Often times, these survivors inspired me in my personal life to
do more.
I am looking through the lens of a White, middle-class, first-generation,
LGBTQA+ person, and I think each of these can impact my study and how it is
completed. While steps were taken to ensure that this study is completed equitably as it
pertains to participant selection and inclusion, it is impossible for it to be completely
unbiased. The methodology chosen accounts for this, and there are steps taken to
safeguard the thesis from researcher bias in the data collection section, but at times I may
sound biased in analysis, due to my experiences with the topics. As I attend a master’s
program which focuses on being critical of the status quo at higher education institutions,
and accounting for my own experiences in various systems of oppression, I often have a
critical lens when examining student experiences in higher education. While I did my
best to be neutral and analytical, this was not the primary goal of the research. Instead,
the primary goal in collecting and reporting data and findings was to bring forward the
participants’ ideas and the meaning they made from their own experiences.
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I do think that as a survivor of sexual violence, I was better able to understand
where the students in these groups are coming from and was able to more thoroughly
analyze meanings and themes between groups. Because of my role as a survivor, I am
already aware of trauma informed interviewing styles and questions and will hopefully be
able to translate my knowledge into better accommodating the participants. A weakness
of this as it relates to this study is how I saw my experiences reflected in some of the
participants’, which sometimes made it difficult to differentiate between my
interpretation of what the participants said and their actual interpretation. My work as an
intern within the advocacy office, CARE, at UNL, has also served as a resource to me as
I have access to full-time professionals whose jobs are to make life easier on survivors.
Theoretical Framework
The complexity and ever evolving nature of student activism makes it an
inherently difficult phenomenon to theorize. Said best by a leading researcher in the field
of student political activism, Philip G. Altbach, “there is no over-arching theoretical
explanation for it” (Altbach, 1989). Due to the lack of theoretical framework surrounding
student activism, it is best to look at student involvement in a broader way. Utilizing the
Culturally Engaging Campus Environments (CECE) Model will help to provide context
to the phenomenon of student survivors of sexual violence choosing to stay involved at
their university even after a traumatic incident, and then working to make changes
through activism groups.
To understand the CECE Model, one must first understand Vincent Tinto’s theory
of college student departure. In Tinto’s theory, he claims that a college student begins
their degree with a certain level of commitment to completing their path. This level of
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commitment then determines how well they will become socially and academically
integrated into the campus environment. These measures of integration into their
campuses are then in turn telling of their commitment to the institution and to their own
personal goals. According to Tinto, all three of these commitments determine how
successful a student will be in degree completion (Tinto, 1993). This theory has guided
an innumerable amount of research in the field of higher education, that to dismiss or fail
to mention it would be a mistake. It is important to note that though many scholars and
professionals rely on this theory to advise their work, there are many critiques and
amendments being offered surrounding this theory as well. Four main critiques of Tinto’s
theory are the cultural foundations critique, the self-determination critique, the integration
viability critique, and the psychological dimension critique (Museus, 2014). While
unnecessary to take a deep dive into each critique, the fact that so many critiques existed
opened the door for Samuel Museus to develop his own theory. Museus incorporated the
critiques of Tinto’s theory and real accounts and experiences from diverse student groups
relative to their idea of college student success while working on the CECE Model,
ultimately arriving at a more inclusive and equitable way to measure success at the
college level.
The CECE Model explains how campus environments can mold the experiences
and outcomes of various student populations in college (National Institute for
Transformation & Equity, 2020). The model takes into account that each individual will
have pre-college inputs and external influences. Pre-college inputs are characteristics or
demographics that a student brings with them to college, such as race, educational
background, gender, involvement in high school, academic disposition, etc. External
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influences are the second contributing factor that can affect the success of a student, and
includes family, employment, and finances. Acknowledging these contributors to an
individual are important to consider when looking at student success and persistence, but
the main focal point of the model is to also give the institution responsibility in their
students’ success. If an institution is providing a culturally engaging campus
environment, then they will positively benefit a student’s individual influences.
This seems simple enough, just provide a culturally engaging campus
environment that will positively influence the individual, and you have success.
However, there are many components to both of these that need to be attended to in order
to achieve positive outcomes. First, there are two major components that define a
culturally engaging campus environment: cultural relevance and cultural responsiveness.
Cultural relevance encompasses cultural validation, familiarity, relevant knowledge,
cross-cultural engagement, and community service. Cultural responsiveness are things
like collectivist orientations, humanized environments, proactive philosophies, and
holistic support (Museus & Smith, 2016). Individual influences are comprised of three
pillars: sense of belonging, academic dispositions, and academic performance. In order to
have the best chance of college success outcomes, institutions should aim to incorporate
cultural relevance and cultural responsiveness in all applicable facets of their schools, as
well as taking into consideration the pre-college inputs and external influences in a
student’s experience.
This framework can be used as a tool by institutions to measure which indicators
of the CECE Model are positively associated with success. According to this model,
found in Appendix A, a culturally engaging campus environment can lead to more
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engaging and positive student experiences, leading to better student success outcomes.
This model serves as a way for universities to view their students’ experiences using a
holistic point of view by considering multiple aspects of the campus environment and
how that environment is affecting marginalized populations and communities.
The CECE Model can be applied to this research and group of students in a
variety of ways. First, it is relevant when working with survivors of sexual violence to be
aware of previous experiences they may have had with the subject. These would be
considered either pre-college inputs or individual influences on a student. Second, the
CECE Model provides a tool to examine what impact the campus has had on the student.
For example, if there is not culturally relevant knowledge about sexual violence on the
campus or engrained in the campus culture, this will affect students’ success outcomes. A
third way in which this model can be used to learn more about student survivor activism
groups is to draw comparisons between how different campus environments handle
incidents of sexual violence. If a Title IX office is not providing a validating environment
for students, will that negatively affect their success at college? By comparing
institutional responses and willingness to work with students, much can be learned about
how students are being affected by these processes. These are all things that were
considered when utilizing the CECE Model as a framework for this study, as a way to
fully comprehend the holistic view of a student.
Methodology
Aspiring to study the characteristics of the students who participate in student
survivor activism groups, and the outcomes of these groups, the methodological approach
chosen must be rooted in concern for the human experience. This understanding is
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important to truly grasp the ways in which life experiences can assist in gaining clarity
and understanding of the phenomenon to be studied. Hermeneutic phenomenology, a
research methodology developed by Martin Heidegger, focuses on “Dasein”, which
translates to “the situated meaning of a human in the world” or “existence” or “beingthere” (Laverty, 2003). The “situated meaning” described is thought to be the context
from which humans interpret things because of their culture and background.
Hermeneutic phenomenology is an offshoot of phenomenology, which was developed by
Edmund Husserl.
Phenomenology at its core is the “study of lived experience” (Manen, 2016), but
in literal words, as opposed to interpreted ones, phenomenology means the study of
phenomena (Smith, 2003). To study phenomena in the human lived experience is to study
actions and human behavior while understanding that these actions and behaviors are a
product of how people have learned to interpret the world. Therefore, in phenomenology,
the goal is not to explain the phenomena, but to instead describe the phenomena and any
surrounding emotions, behaviors, actions that arise because of it (Umanailo, 2019). A
more succinct way to understand phenomenology would be to describe it as “the
meanings things have in our experience” (Smith, 2003).
Hermeneutic phenomenology “is both a research method and a philosophy”
(Miles et al., 2013). When Heidegger split from Husserl’s definition of phenomenology,
to contextualize his own beliefs about life and the human experience, he began to use
German words “Dasein” and “Sorge” to further understand phenomena such as “being”.
Dasein is used to refer to the experience of literally being human. Unlike many other
Western philosophical approaches previously established at the time that were based in
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the thinking of an individual as a “mere thinking subject” who is “radically distinct from
the world” (Newman, 1997; Wolin & Naess, 2020), Heidegger asserts that Dasein, or
Being, requires engagement with the world (Wolin & Naess, 2020). Dasein does not
require engagement with the world in the sense that one actively chooses to interact, or
that it is always conscious, but that it is a condition of living in a world with culture,
language, individuals, and things. Furthermore, there are two ways in which Heidegger
describes Dasein; to live authentically or inauthentically. In order to form retrievable and
memorable events, that one can reflect upon later, one must live authentically and with
care in their relationships to other entities and their self (Miles et al., 2013). This care, or
Sorge, requires a level of importance placed on a relationship with a person, event, or
thing in order for it to either negatively or positively matter (Heidegger & Kisiel, 1985).
Sorge and authenticity can also be influenced by a person’s background or culture, as
these affect Dasein at its core, since Dasein involves direct engagement with the world
(Laverty, 2003).
Hermeneutic phenomenology methodological approaches ask the researcher to
self-reflect on biases and assumptions, but instead of then trying to rid the research of the
biases like many quantitative approaches to research, to infuse and look at the biases and
what is being studied as non-existent without the other. Like Heidegger claimed, Dasein
cannot be separated from the world, because in order to have or be Dasein, one must be
constantly interacting with the world, making it nearly impossible to separate the
researcher from the research. In addition to self-reflection of just how the researcher
relates to the subject being studied, another important relationship to reflect on is the
relationship between history and current happenings. For example, it is important to
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know the context and history of Title IX and the history of student activism in order to
fully conceptualize how the two interact with the university systems today.
The methodology chosen also correlates to the theoretical framework guiding this
research. Museus’s research led him to theorize about pre-college inputs and external
influences, combined with culturally engaging campus environments and individual
influences, and the role that these play in determining the college success outcomes, or
persistence and degree completion. Pre-college inputs have been identified to include
things such as demographics, initial academic dispositions, and academic preparation
(Museus & Smith, 2016). This has a direct correlation to the hermeneutic
phenomenological research approach of recognizing that the history and culture of the
world, or of an event or thing, affects the current phenomena. An important belief of
Heidegger’s views on hermeneutic phenomenology was his view that Dasein (people or
beings) are oriented toward the future (Houlgate, 2006). Of course, keeping in mind the
overarching views that Dasein cannot be separated from their world (including their past,
culture, and language), a conclusion can be drawn that the past experiences of Dasein are
tied to the future. This is true to what Museus said in much of his research, asserting that
the inputs and campus experience of a student, affect their future outcomes. I believe that
Museus’s framework and Heidegger’s methodological approach complement each other
well for these reasons.
Participants
As the first study to attempt to identify the “why” of how these groups come to
fruition, there was not an existing known pool of participants readily available that had
been studied in the past. With an increase in student activism (Educational Advisory
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Board, 2020), it is unsurprising that there is a large number of groups to be studied. As
this is a thesis for a master’s degree to be completed in under a year, it would be
impossible to attempt to conduct interviews with every group and its participants. In
preliminary research alone, I located 24 student survivor activism groups at different
higher education institutions across the country (Appendix B; Appendix C). During this
preliminary research, hundreds of protests and other inactive groups were also
discovered, but due to resources and time, the scope of the study has been limited to
focusing only on active (within the last year) student survivor activism groups. For the
purposes of this study, five participants and four groups were included.
Initial identification of groups started with Dear UNL, a student survivor activism
group at the University of Nebraska – Lincoln, which has been omitted from the
appendix lists and study in order to remain more neutral. As mentioned previously, these
groups often operate on the outskirts of university systems, using social media and word
of mouth to gain traction, so social media is where potential participant identification
started. Dear UNL has an Instagram page, where the lists of who they were following and
who followed them are public, and utilizing snowball sampling, then identified if any of
the following/followers were student survivor activism groups at different institutions. To
my surprise, I was able to find about half of the potential participant groups this way,
repeating the same process for each new group I found. Others were found through a
deep-dive into local media outlets, reaching out to peers at various institutions, and other
“crowd-funded” means, or small contributions, of gathering contact information for
groups (like reaching out to a local collaborative on Title IX for information).
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From the identified groups, participants were eligible to be selected if the group
had been active in the past year, and if they have had media outlets take notice of them, to
further triangulation efforts later on in the study. Participants for this research were
required to be members of or an alumnus of a student survivor activism group. These
participants could be based anywhere in the United States, so long as they are able to
communicate virtually (because of COVID-19 and general travel restrictions) or by
writing. If participants wished to use virtual methods of communication, Zoom or Skype
was used to conduct interviews. For writing, e-mail was accepted. This study included the
perspectives and responses from five participants who represented four different
institutions/groups.
Dear UNL served as an exploratory first study to test the interview guide and
methodology, to ensure data could be collected before moving on to the participants of
the study. Using Dear UNL as a pilot school helped to identify which questions I needed
to change or omit, allowed me to adjust my style of interviewing, and gave me practice
utilizing various forms of technology for transcribing.
Table 1
Study Participants Demographics
Pseudonym

Institution Description

A

Four-year university, public, She/her/hers
research-based, urban
setting

Pronouns
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G

Four-year university, public, He/him/his
Hispanic-serving institution,
rural setting

K

Four-year university, public, She/her/hers
research-based, urban
setting

M

Four-year university,

She/her/hers

private, liberal arts focused
and religiously affiliated,
urban setting
S

Four-year university, public, They/them/theirs
research-based, urban
setting

*Note: A & S attend the same institution
Data Collection
Data collection in a hermeneutic phenomenology approach can be achieved in
many ways. Most commonly used is an in-depth interview, which should be viewed as a
process of “discovery”. Other forms of data collection include the “use of photographs or
art, personal diaries or narratives, and participant observation” (Patterson & Williams,
2002). A hermeneutic style interview varies greatly from a traditional mode of
interviewing that is often seen in academic work, as this style does not follow the
“stimulus-response” model of asking questions in a uniform way, the same way for every
participant. Taking this into account, the phenomena will be recognized as being “a
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textually produced construction of the interviewer or interviewee”, or in other words,
remembering that how a participant answers and how a researcher interprets those
answers would be influenced by previous experiences or biases (Patterson & Williams,
2002).
While the interviews loosely followed the same interview guide (Appendix D) for
all participants, this semi-structured interview format allowed for dialogue and discourse
between the interviewer and interviewee. Follow-up questions occurred naturally when
more information was needed, and that should not be construed as a failure in the
interview guide, but instead as a device of hermeneutic phenomenology to further
understanding. Other flexibility was granted in terms of the order of questions and when
they were asked, all with the goal that if a topic arose, it could be talked about in the
moment instead of later on in an interview when participants may not have given as indepth of answers. The objective of this form of data collection was not to ask the same
exact questions every time, but to instead collect the same type of information from
different participants. Hermeneutic phenomenological interviewing processes served to
not only ensure data collection is not skewed by researcher bias, but also made the
process more comfortable for the participants.
The interview questions were created with the theoretical framework in mind in
order to collect data that would benefit analysis later on in the process. The CECE Model
takes into consideration pre-college inputs, external factors, and on-campus factors in
determining the student’s success outcomes. The questions were modeled to encompass
all of the various aspects of the model. For example, when wanting to know more about
the on-campus environment and how that affected the group, questions were developed
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for the interview guide to help capture this data (see: Appendix D). The interview guide
was designed to be informative as much as it was designed to be comfortable for
participants to answer.
Trauma Informed Interviewing
A key reason as to why this methodology was chosen is because of its ability to
be trauma informed. Trauma informed interviewing began with what is known as trauma
informed care. Trauma informed care was established in the post-Vietnam War era when
veterans began experiencing as what we now refer to as PTSD, or flashbacks, bad dreams
and physical indicators of anxiety (Curi, 2018). In 1994, at a conference hosted by
SAMHSA, or the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Administration, survivors who had
experienced sexual trauma could reflect on their experiences and discuss their trauma
(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014). Following this, in
1998, the “Women, Co-Occurring Disorders and Violence Study” was sponsored by
SAMHSA which resulted in a set of guidelines for providers to be sensitive to when
discussing traumatic experiences, specifically with women (Moses et al., 2004). Trauma
informed care soon developed into a more comprehensive approach to include trauma
informed interviewing, to assist people who have experienced trauma in processing
emotions and becoming better able to work through what has happened to them. This
form of interview has been used successfully with human trafficking survivors, child
abuse survivors, and survivors of sexual assault/harassment (Campbell et al., 2010, 2019;
C. Evans & Graves, 2018; Office for Victims of Crime, n.d.).
Conducting a trauma informed interview, or an interview that takes into account
previous trauma inflicted on a subject and attempts to alleviate pressure and triggers

67
related to that trauma, was crucial to this process in order to fully understand how the
participants, who are survivors of sexual assault or know survivors of sexual assault, are
interacting with their environments and why. The style of interview allowed the
researcher to interact with and have open discussions with the participants involved.
Having set questions ahead of time, while allowing for flexibility and discussion during
interviews, will ideally allow for the gathering of the most pertinent information while
taking into account that the participant in question may view the world differently from
the interviewer, therefore wanting to answer questions in a different way than expected.
Participants were given an option to write responses or interview virtually for interviews
in order to allow for flexibility in data collection. Enlisting empathy and patience are both
critical points of trauma informed interviewing, because they allow survivors to feel more
freely able to talk about their experiences in a safe environment. Following the interview,
participants were provided with a list of free national resources should they have needed
to reach out to someone about their mental or emotional health.
Another important component of the trauma informed interviewing style is its
ability to benefit the participants. By being aware of the trauma that many participants of
this study may have endured at one point or another, the research can be framed to honor
that and allow the interview questions to be guided based on the participant’s desire to
talk about certain subjects. This experience has the potential to be empowering for the
participants in the sense that they will be in control of the answers and information that
they choose to share throughout the process. If a participant does not want to share
something, the interview will move on, simply skipping over that question or reframing it
later in the interview. The loss of control, as mentioned earlier when discussing
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characteristics of survivors, is something that many can struggle with. This interview
process not only put the survivor in control of the interview, but in control of their stories,
benefitting not only the participants but also the research.
Data Analysis
Data analyses followed a constant comparison approach, where each
interpretation and finding are compared with existing findings, beginning with analysis of
the initial interview and continuing through the conclusion of data analyses. Using
coding, which is assigning a “word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a
summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of
language-based or visual data” (Saldaña, 2013), the data was grouped to be better
understood and interpreted. More specifically, using “In Vivo” coding, or using words
from a participant’s own vocabulary to code (Miles et al., 2014), as a first cycle of
coding, allowed for the survivor’s voices to be honored and at the forefront of analysis.
While this is a qualitative research study, it is important to be able to recognize, by
utilizing coding, various themes in what participants say/write in response to interview
questions. Many research studies have utilized In Vivo coding to study marginalized
groups of students, and is one of the most well-known qualitative coding methods (Ahn
& Davis, 2020; Goodman, 2018; Jackson, 2018; Miles et al., 2014).
After utilizing In Vivo coding, I arrived at over 100 codes, which were derived
from the actual responses from participants. Codes were identified if any words were
used multiple times, if participants brought up their own perspectives, and when directly
answering a question. These codes encompassed short phrases like “not alone” and
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“uphold the status quo”, and also included codes that were just single words from
participants, like “raped” or “consent”.
Using Miles, Huberman and Saldaña’s approach to qualitative analysis (Miles et
al., 2014), a second round of data analysis involved organizing the codes into themes as
a way to explain the first cycle coding. This further analysis is called narrative
description, where the codes from the first stage are written into narrative form with
expansion to identify the theme with supporting evidence from the interviews and coding
process (Miles et al., 2014). Narrative description ties in well with hermeneutic
phenomenology, in that it focuses on how an individual perceives a certain stimulus, or
how that stimulus is affecting said individual from their point of view.
These codes identified through In Vivo coding were then grouped by similarity
based on emotions described, personal experiences, university experiences, talking about
accomplishments, support systems, policies, and setbacks, among others. This grouping
was completed by writing each code down on separate scraps of paper, and then
physically grouping them based on similarities between the codes. Some codes were used
multiple times when clumping, while others not at all. After they were grouped to provide
more order to the codes, each code was expanded upon, and narrative description was
used to give context to each code. This was done to ensure that direct quotes from
participants would be incorporated throughout the following chapters, as a key piece of
narrative description is to go further with each code in order to expand upon it in the
analysis section.
Another component of data analyses utilized the framework of the study, the
CECE Model, to move from the narrative description to a contextual analysis of the
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themes in accordance with the framework. For example, one theme explains more about
the personal experiences of the participants who are involved in student survivor activism
groups, which correlates to the framework valuing pre-college inputs and external
influences. These factors are important to analyze within the framework of the study in
order to provide context for why they may be impacting campus and students the way
they are.
The final step to data analysis is to represent the description and themes. This is
done primarily in Chapter Five in the discussion section, where there is room to talk more
in depth about how the themes relate to the research questions and the literature review in
Chapter Two. There are many ways to generate meaning of themes and narrative
descriptions from participants, but noting relations between variables of the study, seeing
plausibility, and clustering will all be key components of the analysis in Chapter Five
(Miles et al., 2014).
After coding and analyzing various data that arose in the collection process, five
themes were established as central to the findings of the study. These themes were
contextualized by grouping similar narratives/codes together to learn about any overlap
or similar experiences between participants. Each theme that will be discussed was
included for not only showing up in some way in every interview with participants, but
also because it holds relevance to the study in regard to the theoretical framework.
Limitations
There are a few potential limitations to this study, as with any qualitative research
study. Although student activists are common across all college campuses, student
survivor activism groups are often not as well-known or easily identified. This led to
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groups not being able to be contacted to participate. Another limitation was unwillingness
to participate. Often, when completing a Title IX report, or even going beyond the
institutional setting, survivors of sexual violence are asked a myriad of questions about
their experiences, sometimes repeatedly. This can understandably lead to question
fatigue, or a lack of confidence in outside parties asking about their experiences. This was
addressed by the methodology utilized in this study, not only focusing on the individual’s
experiences (making up a collective group experience) in hermeneutic phenomenology
but also in the data collection process. Conducting a trauma informed interview was
critical when talking to the participants, as I wanted to ensure that their participation in
this study would not further hinder their healing process.
Another limitation was the timeline in which the thesis needed to be completed.
This constrained how much time was able to be spent with each participant, and
potentially affected how far in-depth analysis could go. Being aware of the 2019 global
pandemic also played a part in this, as many participants noted they were busier and
simultaneously more burnt out from life in general. Only one interview with each
participant was completed, to take into account time and stress levels, and to make sure
that participation in this study was not adding any additional requirements for those who
participated.
Delimitations
One of the largest delimitations faced when studying student activists in general is
the sheer quantity of participants available. While this identified population, student
survivor activism groups, do not show up at all institutions, like student activism usually
does, there are still numerous participants to choose from. For sake of time and resources,
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a delimitation will be to include a maximum of four institutions in the study. Aiming to
have approximately 1/6 of these previously identified groups participate is to maintain
quality of interpretation and analysis within data collection and description. To further
ensure quality, as mentioned in the previous section, a group should be covered by some
sort of media outlet to be included in the data collection and analysis.
Assumptions
It is assumed that by employing the specific methodology that I have written
about above that participants should have answered questions honestly and candidly. By
ensuring that these were trauma informed interviews, ideally this allowed participants to
be more comfortable in speaking to me. A second assumption that can be made is that the
criteria for participation is appropriate. In other words, by placing delimitations and
bounds on who can participate in the study, I was able to ensure that participants have all
experienced similar phenomena at their respective universities.
Another assumption can be made about the everchanging nature of Title IX and
how student survivor activism groups will change accordingly to meet that nature. Since
1972, Title IX’s interpretation and implementation has changed in some capacity over 30
times. The changes may be due to supreme court cases or Dear Colleague letters, but
each one has impacted the scope of how Title IX impacts students. With the precedent set
of Title IX changing frequently, it is likely to continue changing until real progress is
made in preventing and sanctioning sexual violence on college campuses. With the rising
amount of sexual violence incidents nationwide, Title IX’s function will need to continue
to be improved in order to properly function at colleges and universities to meet the needs
of students. That being said, with all of the changes it has undergone previously, the
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driving political forces in the country still see Title IX in two very different contexts,
hence why it can be assumed that it will continue to shift and evolve for years to come.
Ensuring Quality
To establish quality research, I employed Creswell’s evaluative criteria as a way
to verify the qualitative research being completed. While Creswell identifies eight
methods of verifying research findings, and suggests using two (Creswell & Poth, 2017),
I utilized four to establish the trustworthiness of my findings. As mentioned earlier,
hermeneutic phenomenology inherently believes that it is impossible to separate the
researcher from the research, and keeping with this belief, I completed a positionality
statement, to clarify my experiences with the topics. Triangulation is the second and was
done by collecting data from participants but also from media accounts, articles, and
university documents. Triangulation of sources to examine the consistency of different
data sources not only served to verify participant’s accounts, but also provided a deeper
understanding of the phenomena (Patton, 1999). This deeper understanding is achieved
by learning more about the background or context of a participant or group in general,
learning more about topics that were not be covered in an interview, or to learn more
information generally about the history of an institution and their Title IX practices to
provide context for the research. A third verification evaluation criteria that was utilized
is a peer review. The peer review was used in hopes of gaining relevant feedback on all
aspects of the study. Conducted by two members of my graduate program cohort, their
feedback and suggestions were helpful in clarifying various findings and discussion
points. The fourth way to verify this qualitative body of research is by using rich and
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thick description. Throughout the findings and analysis chapters, I used participant’s
words and quotes to provide deeper context to my analysis.
All of these forms of verifying that this could be considered quality research are
to establish trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Through triangulation, I attempted
to establish credibility and confirmability. Efforts were made throughout the data
collection process to find information to fact-check dates or history, or to have
participants provide external information, to provide context for the study. The reflexivity
statement and peer review helped in developing further confirmability. Using thick and
rich description also attempted to establish transferability.
Chapter Three Summary
Chapter Three explained why certain choices were made regarding the structure
of this study. This chapter went in depth about the theoretical framework, methodology,
and other aspects of research and analysis design. Data collection and data analysis were
discussed, drawing heavily from the qualitative methods of Miles et al., (2014) in order to
gain clarity on how these two sections interact with the methodology and framework of
the study. Chapter Three also laid the groundwork for what to expect in not only the
reporting of the data found in Chapter Four but also in the analysis of Chapter Five.
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Chapter Four: Findings
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to research the various factors that have resulted in
student survivor activism groups’ emergence, as well as how the groups’ presence has
impacted the campus as a whole. Four research questions were identified to be studied to
aid in answering the questions posed in the purpose of the study. These questions, (a)
What experiences led you to help form or to join a student survivor activism group, (b)
How has the environment of your institution affected this group either currently or in the
past (faculty/staff/administration, campus attitudes, student buy-in, etc.), (c) What were
or are the main goals your group hopes to accomplish and (d) In what ways has your
group seen success towards their goals? Five participants from various institutions across
the nation were interviewed, encompassing four student survivor activism groups
between them. Hermeneutic phenomenology was utilized through data collection as
semi-structured interviews. For those participants who chose to respond via writing over
e-mails, follow-up questions were asked to clarify or expand on any answers. For those
who preferred to meet virtually using Zoom or Skype, one in-depth interview was
completed with time allotted for reflection and response. An important note to make
about the findings and discussion that takes place in Chapter Four and Chapter Five is
regarding the language used throughout. While it is understood that university
proceedings are not criminal proceedings, therefore there are no “guilty” or “innocent”
declarations made by the university, this study is to be reflective of the participants
meanings of their experiences. Therefore, when in the findings it is mentioned that
someone was found “guilty” or “punished”, these are not meant to be interpreted as
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legally binding terms, and instead are the words that the participants used to describe
their situations.
The first theme is that personal experiences caused activists to either become
involved with or form a group. A second theme established was a willingness from
groups to work with university administrators but ultimately not feeling supported. The
third theme is the significant progress that these organizations are able to make towards
their goals in short periods of time, often with scarce resources. The fourth theme
identified is that survivors depend on each other to make their own voices heard, and act
as their own resources of support. Finally, the last theme found in data collection was a
lack of trust between survivors and their universities.
“I Was Assaulted and Then I Reported to Title IX and Had a Horrific Experience
With the System”: Personal Experiences Drive Involvement and Activism
Knowing someone who has been affected by sexual violence, or being personally
affected, showed up in all of the responses from participants as reasons for the groups
forming. Noticing a need for the organization on campus, these students took action and
decided to advocate for change. This theme represents not only the experience
individuals had in terms of being a survivor of sexual violence, but also the experience of
working within the bounds of Title IX and the system.
S, one of the participants interviewed, shared that one of the driving factors for
them founding their group was having a “really crappy Title IX case” where the assailant
in their case, despite being found guilty, was given no punishment. S then went on to say
that they noticed that there were no student groups at their school that catered to queer
people or People of Color, especially centered around survivors. “I feel like a lot of the
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narratives were just white, very white, straight, rich, wealthy, able bodied, able in all
ways” said S, when speaking further about their experience in navigating the university
system and recognizing a need for a student survivor activism group like their own.
Another survivor activist from the same university as S, spoke about their
experience with Title IX as “horrific”. A’s personal experience with the system led her to
becoming involved in the organization and described her reason for joining.
The reason I wanted to join this group is because I felt like I had finally found a
community of people who I could relate to. I realized that I was not alone in my
experiences and I felt compelled to do something so that less students had to
experience the traumas that I experienced.
A's personal experiences at her university were her “why” for joining the organization
and show a pattern of institutional betrayal at A and S’s university. Had the two students
not been victimized by both a perpetrator and the system, the group may not have formed
nor been as successful as it is.
Different from the two previously interviewed participants, the third, M, said that
she looked up to a senior member of the group and that is why she became involved.
While she did not have any personal experiences with Title IX herself while attending the
university, she said that the group was originally formed after Title IX cases that took
place in 2014.
The history of [name of organization] was originally just, like, three or four
people that got together and were just super pissed about their Title IX cases
being mishandled. Then they just decided like that they felt like there was enough
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manpower here that we can actually try to do something about this, and then that's
when they decided to become an official organization.
M’s experiences on campus may have left her personally unscathed, but it was still her
personal connection to someone in the group that led her to become involved. Joining her
freshmen year after finding a role model was in the group, M has gone on to now hold the
position of President of the organization.
Following the pattern established by the first three participants mentioned, K, a 4 th
interviewee, and G, a 5th interviewee, shared personal experiences with sexual violence as
well. Both of these participants joined their groups after the initial formation of the group
on campus but speak of similar experiences to those that have been shared. K mentioned
her experience on her study abroad trip as the primary reason for becoming involved.
I was raped on my study abroad and heard of [name of student]’s case and her
organization. I was going through the Title IX process and wanted to become an
advocate as well.
K and G became passionate about changing policy/preventing sexual violence after
personally experiencing forms of sexual violence and then reporting their situation to
Title IX. While they were at different universities, and to the knowledge of this research
have never met or spoken, they, along with many others, share a similar story.
G tells a story of his assault and claims that his experience as a trans male going
through the Title IX process contributed to him wanting to join the organization at his
university. “Deadnaming” is using the name that a trans individual went by before
transitioning, often their birth name. Deadnaming serves as a reminder that the individual
was misgendered and denied their true gender identity. It is considered offensive and
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harmful to trans individuals. Yet, G found no consideration from Title IX staff in using
his chosen name.
I was raped by my ex-girlfriend my freshmen year of college and when I reported
it to the Title IX office, all they did was victim-blame me throughout the entire
process. Also, the Title IX coordinator in charge of my case deadnamed me
multiple times in the initial interview, even after being corrected. The case
eventually decided that she was not guilty, and I honestly felt like I didn’t matter
anymore.
G’s experience with Title IX, as he mentioned frequently throughout the interview,
motivated him to seek out the student survivor activism group’s executive board on
campus and ask how he could get involved.
“Something Extremely Traumatic Has to Happen Before You Get the School
Talking About It”: Relationship With University Administration and Faculty/Staff
In order to make productive changes at a university, it was found in this study that
student groups need to have a working relationship with university administrators to be in
a position to affect policies. Three of the participants interviewed described their
interactions with members of administration as strained and non-beneficial. Two other
participants said that they had okay experiences when meeting face-to-face with
administrators, but still weren’t always supported when it came to policy changes.
Contrary to what was found regarding high-level administrators, all of the participants for
this study noted positive interactions and support from non-administrators, such as lowerlevel faculty and staff. This theme identifies relationships had with varying levels of
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university employees, as well as gives context to how survivors view campus climate and
attitudes towards them and their groups.
The student survivor activism groups in this study were generally not registered
student organizations, especially in the early stages of their formation. As mentioned in
previous chapters, university administrators may not want the group to draw a lot of
attention to themselves or the causes they advocate for in the fear that the university may
be at the forefront of criticism in the public eye. G said that his university’s president
only agreed to meet with the group after a protest that made the local newspaper in town.
So we had a pretty big protest in 2019 after one case where the rapist was found
not guilty and didn’t face any consequences. That was definitely the turning point
for [name of organization] because up until that point, they could just ignore us.
But after this protest, where we had around 100 students come, the local
newspaper and TV station covered it, they had to meet with us to see what we
were trying to accomplish.
As the point of many of the organizations existing is to protest and reform the policies of
the institution, it may weaken their members’ relationship with administration.
Administrators also can take the groups’ existence as a direct attack on them or
their jobs, when in reality the students are just advocating for themselves and what they
believe is right. A said that she similarly didn’t feel supported by university
administration.
I think most administrators do not like our group since we catch them on their lies
and hypocrisy. They don’t like us, and we don’t like them, but we have to work
with them for the sake of making changes at the administrative level.
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Whether this be a fear of being called out in a public forum, or fear of a botched Title IX
case turning into a lawsuit against the university, it makes sense on paper that
administrators would be weary of forging a relationship with student survivor activists on
their respective campuses. S notes that the administrators at their university are often
visibly uncomfortable in meetings and are eager for them to be over with.
You can see them sweating through their clothes, and they're just like, “when can
I get this over with”? Like, no, you shouldn't be going into it like that. You
shouldn't be scared of us. You shouldn't be intimidated by us. You should be
listening with open fucking ears to hear we have to say, to make this university a
better place.
S said that in order to get anyone talking about something at the university,
something extremely traumatic has to happen. When asked about their interactions with
administration, S stated that they try to meet with administrators one or two times a year.
I must say people that are high up in administration are always trying to uphold
the status quo of the university and uphold the, you know, the values that the
university holds, which are white supremacy, promoting Thomas Jefferson
despite him being a child trafficking rapist, and pandering to us.
S went on to further describe the differences in values held between the university
administration and their organization, and also the differences in perception of how the
institution should be serving students. In S’s experience, they wanted the students who
experienced sexual violence to be heard, for the institution to challenge society’s
patriarchal attitudes, and for proactive measures and symbols to be established. However,
in S’s view, the institution wanted to preserve its reputation and the status quo.
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Describing their meetings with administration as “annoying” and “infuriatingly
upsetting”, S still sees benefits to meeting with them. S states that one of the main
benefits is allowing survivors to stand up to the people in power who are actively trying
to oppress them.
I would say that the one good thing about meeting with administration and having
survivors be able to come forward and like, confront the Title IX director, was
that they just told me how good it made them feel to express themselves. And
honestly, this sounds cruel, and like antithetical to restorative justice, but I don't
really care about their (administrators) feelings, when they, you know, really
fucked up our cases and really did the bare minimum to try and protect us.
On the other hand, K mentioned that their group has had an “okay” relationship
with university administrators, mentioning meetings with high level administrators to
discuss campus climate and Title IX overall.
We have monthly meetings with the VP of Student Affairs to discuss our updates
and for him to help connect us with other administration if needed.
For K, she thinks that students perceive them as an activist group. She also mentioned
that the staff/faculty perception of their group of survivors is positive, being known as
students who are not scared to share their voices and opinions. There was another
positive experience when meeting with administration that was shared by M.
We've had, like, I guess you could call it like verbal support, when we had our
campaign come out against fraternities, when the situation with [name of
fraternity] happened, we did get an email from the President that like went out to
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everyone that was supporting us basically. That's happened a few times. And
they're always open to meeting with us.
It is important to note that while K and M describe experiences that may be positive in
nature, there is a stark difference between a positive experience and actual support for
what the participants are trying to change or advocate for. When asked about funding
allocation that other organizations receive, M stated that her group “doesn’t receive
funding from [name of university]”. M also elaborated further in saying that the support
they have received from administration has been mostly “verbal” or “written”, like in the
case of the university-wide e-mail that went out regarding the situation with the
fraternity. Supporting an organization is much different than not being openly hostile in a
meeting with members, like participants A, S, and G mentioned.
While the experiences with university administration are varied, all of the
participants mentioned receiving support from lower-level staff and faculty. The
participants who said that they did not receive support from the university or any
university officials, qualified those statements by mentioning that they had worked with
many faculty and staff members alike who expressed support for their goals. S describes
their relationship with faculty as a beneficial one.
It is a much different story when we talk to faculty and staff at the school. They
are so much more accommodating, and they listen to us. They actually know the
policies, they're informed, and they're trained.
S described how they could approach faculty and staff and felt supported by them
because they had valuable knowledge and history at the university. Faculty and staff
seemed more supportive in S’s experience and listened more to S’s needs than high level
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administrators. Faculty and staff also helped G advocate and work on his goals, as noted
below.
Our advisor helps us with reserving rooms and figuring out how to get meetings
with people in Title IX and people in administration. She’s a professor in the
women and gender studies program so she is pretty well equipped to helping us
out with anything we need. She also has access to all of the university policies and
knows what we can and can’t do so we definitely use her as a resource whenever
we can.
G mentions a great relationship with his advisor, saying that not only the group has
benefitted from working with her, but he has also personally benefitted as well. In
December of 2020, the advisor of the group helped G work through the university
preferred name policy/system to update his name on his student card and on class rosters.
“I Am Proud of Everything We Have Achieved So Far”: Making Progress Towards
Goals
A third theme that emerged in data collection was the progress towards goals that
the participants are making on their campuses. All of the participants’ groups had
overarching goals they were working towards, and while some had goals more centered
on survivor support and advocacy, others had goals that revolved around advocating for
policy change and accountability from the university. Overall, all of the organizational
goals expressed by participants shared a common theme, which was wanting things to
change. One participant said that their goals shift as issues arise, but they are always
primarily focused on policy, educating students, and survivor outreach. Another
participant said that they wanted to reduce the frequency of assault, shine a light on
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experiences of marginalized groups, and integrate restorative justice into the Title IX
system.
The student survivor activism group that both A and S are members of wrote and
distributed a list of demands to their Title IX office and administration in 2020, which has
since garnered over 1800 signatures from students and other members of the university
community. While A mentioned that some of the federal policy changes that were
enacted in August 2020 addressed a few of their concerns, many of the policy changes
were ones they did not agree with. Nonetheless, the group met with Title IX coordinators
to further discuss their concerns and what could be done. Sitting in the room with Title
IX staff members and university administrators was described as “uncomfortable” by S,
and ultimately did not lead to any constructive change happening, mentioning that almost
none of the demands were met. This may have seemed like a setback for many groups,
but for A and S’s specific group, this encouraged them to continue to push for what they
believed in. Some of their most successful work has come through their community
efforts.
Just being with other survivors, being with queer survivors, being with trans
survivors, like being with Survivors of Color, and people who are actually
impacted by the violence, it's so powerful. It's the only place where consent is
seen at all levels.
A and S’s organization is currently working on a complete website with resources on how
to be an ally to not only survivors, but to People of Color, queer and trans people, and
other marginalized identities. It will also include reporting options on if and how to report
sexual violence through the university or through local law enforcement. Their goal in
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creating the website is to make information more accessible to every student on how to
access resources, seek support, and ultimately do the job that other university centers and
staff members have failed to do.
Another participant said that their group has focused on creating change in the
Greek (fraternity and sorority organizations) community, along with other areas at their
institution.
We have partnered with the Interfraternity Council [at their institution] to create a
Greek Board where fraternities select a representative to be part of a group that
connects all fraternities on campus with members of [name of organization] in
order to keep connected on current events, support our causes, and have us
present to their chapters on consent and sexual violence in the future. It shows a
commitment from Greek Life to discussing matters of sexual violence and
consent and working with us to make campus a safer place for everyone.
K says that her group has seen success in this goal and wants to continue to expand their
reach to work more with sororities to educate them on these topics as well. Other major
goals they have worked on have been updating the university’s website about what to do
if you are assaulted while studying abroad and are also trying to make it a requirement for
the faculty member leading a study abroad trip to be trained on sexual violence reporting.
A final goal the group is working on this year is providing a space for survivor outreach,
which is being conducted virtually due to the worldwide pandemic.
M’s group is working with administration on creating a sexual health and
information center on their campus, noting that it is disappointing that it has not
happened already. “[Name of university] doesn’t really have anything to offer in terms of
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sexual health, which is embarrassing when it’s 2021 and everyone else does.” Another
goal M and her group accomplished was meeting with the Title IX coordinator at their
university when the new Title IX regulations went into effect, which she said went pretty
well. In M’s words, she said the new Title IX regulations were discriminatory and that
the new standard of evidence is ridiculous to try to attain, and the changes made it clear
that they needed to meet to get on the same page. Luckily, the Title IX coordinator was
receptive to their demands, with M later saying that they “try really hard to look like they
want to work with us”. M says that her organization does not receive any direct funding
from their university, but they are still able to work towards their overarching goals
because of engaged students who are passionate and excited about the work they are
doing.
Overall, we see that the student survivor activism groups at each institution had
slightly different goals and desired accomplishments, but all groups mentioned wanting
to reform Title IX policies and implementation at their universities. Other goals included
creating a website for their organization and potential members to use or increasing the
offerings to participate in sexual health education. These groups also had goals of
educating their peers and faculty and staff members to create a culture where discussing
sexual violence is normalized.
“People Who Actually Cared” : Survivors Rely on Each Other
The fourth theme found when analyzing the data was that survivors of sexual
violence rely on each other for support, direction/decision-making, and advocacy. All
five participants mentioned finding a support system within the community of survivors
at their institution. Like any other marginalized group, it may be difficult for those not in
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the survivor community to be able to relate to or understand what members identifying in
the community are experiencing/have experienced. Due to this, survivors look for people
with shared experiences as a source of support.
G shared that when his case went awry, and his rapist was found not guilty, that
he reached out to the student survivor activism group on his campus for support. Since he
had experienced transphobia and victim-blaming throughout the Title IX process, G was
looking for “people who actually cared” about him.
So I e-mailed the executive board and said that I had a really bad experience with
Title IX and asked if I could come to a meeting, which I saw they had posted
about on Instagram. At that meeting, they gave space for people to share stories
about their experiences, and then we talked about overall goals. After that, they
had a community care hour where it was just fun and lighthearted activities and
talking.
G describes this first meeting as being life-changing. He said that he was not the only
male in the room, nor the only member of the LGBTQA+ community, so he did not feel
isolated in his experience. Shared identities plus all of the members being so welcoming
and supportive solidified in his mind that he “had to be a part of this”.
Another participant says their group takes a similar approach in supporting
members. M’s group serves as a main source of support for students on their campus,
since their Title IX office has only one staff person. Other resources are limited here as
well, as M expanded on.

89
We don't have anything that's like a survivor advocate on campus or anything
really like that at all. So people come to us for that stuff. I would say I'm proud
that people see us as like a true support source.
In many cases, Title IX coordinators, like many other staff in higher education, are
overworked and carry a heavy case load. Luckily for M and her organization, the
university that they attend is relatively small. Still, when one thinks about the national
statistics surrounding sexual violence, one could conclude that it would be necessary to
employ more than a single person on a college campus to work on prevention, education,
and judication of all cases.
K’s organization was discussed previously for having a goal of survivor outreach.
They have led a support group that allows students to be surrounded by other survivors in
a safe way and have done other outreach in regard to getting connected with survivors,
like tabling and protesting. K also aims to make sure that all of the voices at the table are
heard, stating that “we make sure everyone has a say and feels comfortable to speak up
and share their thoughts”. Even just allowing survivors the space to speak freely about
what they are going through, what they want to see changed, and being able to form a
community with other people in similar situations can be considered radical. The
university may not be in full support of everything the students want to be changed, but
the change and growth that happens on an individual level cannot be discounted.
A and S spoke similarly about the support their group gives to other survivors. S
wrote that the reason they have been so successful and have been able to truly be able to
advocate for meaningful change is the core work they did at the beginning of starting the
organization.
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This was very much like me trying to tap into certain communities where I knew
there were marginalized identities and open up that space and actually make it
welcoming to them. A lot of that was me unlearning a lot of the things that I
thought I knew about activism and being a white activist, especially, I give so
much credit to them, even though they had no duty to educate me. But just having
them there and listening to them speak and decentering myself from that made the
space more welcoming.
The beginnings of this group took countless hours of commitment and research and
learning from the founding members. They wanted to ensure that their organization was
intersectional and inclusive in the sense that it was open to and affirming of people of all
identities, and specifically centered those who held the most marginalized identities.
Because of the significant prep work they completed prior to officially founding the
organization, the group was able to rid themselves of hierarchy and membership
applications and member dues, all barriers which they did not feel were necessary in this
space. These small changes, as well as major group commitments from all members, like
ensuring pronouns were respected and people were being called in to conversations
where they needed more education on certain subjects, all have contributed to the success
of making this an equitable space for survivors on their campus.
A mentioned that her group is also working to create a space on campus
specifically for survivors to congregate and receive resources all in one space. S talked in
their interview about how it can be difficult to be someone on campus who other people
feel inherently comfortable talking to about their trauma. While it can be helpful for both
parties at times, it does require a certain amount of emotional labor to support another
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person and help them through their personal experiences with violence. The designated
space for survivors will hopefully allow for some of this to be shifted to professional
counselors/advocates and full-time employees who are trusted by students.
“Reporting Through Any of the Current Justice Systems That Are Available in the
United States Is Useless”: Lack of Trust in Current Policies
In the first section of this chapter, I reported that many students shared a negative
view of how their Title IX case was handled, or by knowing someone who shared that
view, and that is why they became involved in the organization. Survivors also tend to
drift towards these activism groups because of not only shared experiences, but shared
outcomes to those experiences. All five participants mentioned a need for change in
policy, whether that be at the federal or university level. This theme directly relates to an
institution’s ability to be culturally responsive, a core component in the CECE Model.
After many instances at their university where the Title IX office had made mistakes on
individual cases such as not following timeline policies or not conducting a thorough
investigation, or had treated students unfairly, one participant spoke about telling people
to stop reporting through the Title IX system at all.
We're not even encouraging people to go to Title IX, we just want justice for like
the stuff that they (Title IX) did before. I mean, of course, we want to change
certain things to make it easier. But we know that reporting through any of the
current justice systems that are available in the United States is useless.
This participant specifically mentioned that there have been numerous policy changes
recommended by them to their university administration, but nothing has happened.
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This participants’ experience is not an outlier, either. Another quote by a different
participant shows the lack of trust that survivors have in their institution to do right by
them.
I think serious change needs to happen at the university level. The federal
government can change whatever they want, but the university has the power to at
least try to follow guidelines of best practice. Like, for example, the part of the
policy in the 2020 regulations that said universities can choose which standard of
evidence they want to use, as long as it is applied equally for every case. Every
college had the opportunity to continue using the old standard of evidence, but
mine of course switched to the one that makes it much harder on survivors to see
any kind of justice. So then you ask who they are really trying to protect?
The guidelines that went into effect in August 2020 are vastly different from the previous
standards, but this participant points out that the university had the option to choose
which standard of evidence to use in proceedings and chose the more burdensome of the
two.
In another example of a lack of trust between survivors and their institution, A
talks about how she believes there needs to be direct change at their university related to
consistency, fairness, and integrity.
I have noticed in not only my case, but in other cases as well, that Title IX will
break its own rules. For example, I have seen Title IX allowing ad hominem
attacks as evidence, ignore key pieces of evidence, and misconstruing a
complainant’s words during an investigation. All of these acts are not permitted,
and federal policy clearly outlines that, but universities are not abiding by the
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policies that the federal government distributes. There is a major lack of integrity
at the university level which we need to address before we even think about
changing policies at the federal level … because what’s the point of changing
policies if universities won’t even follow them?
A’s claim that it does not matter what the federal government does if universities will not
abide by the rules in place is similar to G’s statement in the paragraphs above. The
overarching theme when talking about Title IX to survivors is distrust and deception.
Title IX, originally, was put in place to ensure a fair and equitable learning environment
for students, but as discussed by the participants of this study, is not achieving those
goals.
Chapter Four Summary
In Chapter Four, findings and data were presented to this body of research.
Seeking to answer the research questions posed in Chapter One, five central themes were
established when coding the data. The first theme was that personal experiences or
knowing someone with personal experience related to sexual violence motivated the
participants to become involved with/start their group. The second theme identified was
that a majority of groups participants interviewed felt their group was not supported by
the university administration but felt supported by lower-level faculty and staff. A third
theme was that even with a lack of resources and support, these groups have made
significant progress towards their established goals. The fourth theme is that survivors
often act as their own sources of support when they are not receiving it elsewhere. The
final theme encompasses the lack of trust that survivors have when it comes to their
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universities and the Title IX offices at their universities. These themes will be further
analyzed and discussed in Chapter Five.
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Chapter Five: Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion
Introduction
The current study interviewed five participants from four different student survivor
activism groups across the country. The study’s purpose was to discuss factors related to
these groups’ emergence and examine the impact that they have had on campus. Each
interview was led with the intention of answering the four main research questions; 1.)
What experiences led you to help form or to join a student survivor activism group, 2.)
How has the environment of your institution affected this group either currently or in the
past (faculty/staff/administration, campus attitudes, student buy-in, etc.), 3.) What were
or are the main goals your group hopes to accomplish, and 4.) In what ways has your
group seen success towards their goals? After completing interviews with the five
participants, data was coded and synthesized into five main themes.
These themes were created to help answer the research questions, and understand
how a culturally engaging campus environment, or lack thereof, can impact students. The
themes are as follows: (a) Personal experiences or knowing someone with personal
experience related to sexual violence motivated the participants to become involved
with/start their group, (b) A majority of groups participants interviewed felt their group
was not supported by the university administration but found support from lower-level
faculty and staff, (c) The groups can identify progress towards their established goals (d)
Survivors often act as their own sources of support, and (e) There is a lack of trust that
survivors have when it comes to Title IX processes and their universities in general.
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Discussion
The five participants shared many insights to the research questions, as well as
information that provided context for the campus culture at their institution, along with
personal experiences from each participant. Five themes were developed after coding the
initial data, and then assessed by how they show a university using or not using the
Culturally Engaging Campus Environments Model. This discussion will serve to not only
make comparisons between the literature and findings of the current study, but also will
provide background information on what has been done in the past and is being done
currently at universities regarding sexual violence prevention and education.
Like sexual violence, discussions around Title IX have grown to be more and
more prevalent over the years. Since its insurrection in 1972, Title IX has been
interpreted and applied in both P-12 and higher education settings and on a continual
basis since 1990 (see for example, (Bonnette & Daniel, 1990; Brentwood Academy v.
Tennessee Secondary School Athletic Association et al., 2001; Cohen v. Brown
University, 1995; Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education, 1999; Jackson v.
Birmingham Board of Education, 2005). Whether it be in a court case or a federal ruling,
it seems that whoever is in power politically in this country will shift the conversation
surrounding its use and how it should be implemented. As recently as March 2021, there
has been discussion at the federal level within the Department of Education surrounding
changing how Title IX is being implemented at public universities (Murakami, 2021).
Due to the implementation of Title IX being changed so frequently, social awareness of
this phenomena has grown. The many social movements like the Me Too movement or

97
the It’s On Us campaign have also worked to raise awareness of the epidemic of sexual
violence.
With incidents of sexual violence being more publicized and seemingly more
discussion about Title IX taking place in general (Brown, 2018; Carlsen et al., 2018;
Evans et al., 2016; Hibsch, 2010; MeTooMvmt, 2021), one would assume that there
would be unique solutions being implemented into university systems in order to reduce
the amount of sexual violence on campus. It is standard practice for institutions to
implement Title IX training of some type for students, whether that be a quick overview
at a student orientation or 45-minute-long webinars students are required to attend,
universities know the importance of trying to prevent sexual violence from occurring.
Another proposed solution to rising sexual assault cases on campus has been to
incorporate bystander intervention into a college culture. In a culturally engaging campus
environment, this would serve as a collectivist cultural orientation, where students are
oriented to campus with the knowledge that they all need to work together to end sexual
violence, and by working as a team, they can stop the potential violations of student code
of conduct from happening.
A final way in which universities have attempted to alleviate the abundant pile of
cases on a Title IX coordinator’s desk is by requiring that a certain percentage, or in some
cases, all faculty and staff are mandatory reporters of sexual violence. This is an
interesting solution that could result in two very different outcomes. The first potential
outcome is that students tell a faculty or staff member that they have been assaulted, and
then it is reported to Title IX, where the case can go through the system and find if there
has been a violation of student code of conduct. The second outcome is that even fewer
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students are likely to open up to a trusted professor or staff member about sexual violence
because they are not sure if they want to go through the Title IX process.
As one can see, all three widely-used “solutions” also have their drawbacks.
Students may be less likely to talk to someone about an assault or an abusive relationship
if they fear they may have to talk to a Title IX coordinator or someone in local law
enforcement. In the case of bystander intervention trainings, it puts the onus on the
campus community (whether or not they are ready for it) to stop the violence. Finally,
requiring students to click through a few slides or fill out a quiz at the end of the webinar
about sexual violence and consent is not likely to create lasting change across campus,
especially when campus culture has already been engrained to not value consent,
autonomy, and healthy behaviors. The main problem with all three of these approaches is
that none of them address the root of the issue that is sexual violence. While we cannot
expect universities to undo a lifetime of societal conditioning in just four or five years,
we can hope that they are finding solutions that work and correct unhealthy or harmful
behaviors on their own campuses.
As described by a participant, “bystander intervention is like putting up a fire
alarm in your room and then putting a bonfire underneath it and having a hookah party
with your friends”. This meaning that bystander intervention programs attempt to address
the issue once the problem is already happening. Bystander intervention says to interrupt
an action from happening by directly intervening, distracting the assailant, or by reaching
out to someone for help, which is great on paper, but not so much in practice. If a person
is drugged at a party and everyone else has gone home, who is going to step in and
intervene? This raises the point that action needs to be taken before sexual violence can
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get this far. There is a need to address rape culture on campus, as well as a need to
address toxic masculinity (not specific to any gender), victim blaming, trivializing rape,
and the general patriarchy, which are all smaller components that make up the larger
issue.
Rape culture can show up in a variety of ways on campus, like slut-shaming,
objectifying and sexualizing women, and pressuring people to partake in hypermasculinity. One participant mentioned that they were working with fraternities on
campus in order to educate them on rape culture and sexual violence on campus, what it
is, and how to prevent it. Steps like these are beneficial in that they are addressing the
problem at its root, in spaces where hyper-masculinity and sexualizing women can
happen often. Other similar action needs to be taken, and it cannot be left up to students
to educate other students so that they do not get assaulted, it should be the university’s
responsibility to be providing a campus environment where all students feel safe. This
was addressed in theme five, where participants shared about their experiences at their
own university within the Title IX system.
Themes two, four, and five show that Title IX is failing to do what it was once meant
to do, which is protect students from any form of sex discrimination, including sexual
violence. If survivors are not able to reach out to university officials, it is hard to imagine
them wanting to work with local law enforcement, either. Universities have a lot of work
to do regarding supporting survivors, but a good place to start would be listening to what
survivors are saying they need. Taking a trauma informed approach has been shown to be
beneficial when working with survivors of sexual violence (Campbell et al., 2010, 2019;
C. Evans & Graves, 2018; Office for Victims of Crime, n.d.), yet four out of five
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participants interviewed said that their office has not implemented any training to ensure
Title IX coordinators were trained to be trauma informed.
Universities nationwide are attempting to prevent and educate about sexual violence,
consent, and other topics related to Title IX, but they need to look inward. The
environment created on a college campus, especially all of the ones with participants in
this study, are hostile and unsupportive places for survivors. Universities should try to
dismantle the root of the problem at their institution, whether that be antiquated ideas
about sex and gender, toxic masculinity and patriarchy, or generally not implementing
ideas expressed in the CECE Model around what makes students attending a school with
a culturally engaging campus environment succeed.
What Experiences Led You to Help Form or to Join a Student Survivor Activism
Group?
The first theme corresponds with the first research question of what student
experiences have led to the creation of these groups. All participants of this study noted
that either experiencing sexual violence themselves, or knowing someone who has
experienced sexual violence, was the main motivation or forming or joining a student
survivor activism group. When analyzing the findings in relation to the theoretical
framework, the personal experiences had by participants correlate to the cultural
familiarity and cultural validation indicators in the CECE Model. Cultural familiarity is
defined as having space on campus for students to connect with other students who share
similar backgrounds/experiences (Museus, 2014). Seeing that a space for survivors had
not been established or encouraged, the participants in this study made their own, or
sought out groups who had been formed by other students. This is in line with
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information previously brought up in the literature review, where a study was noted that
concluded engaging in activism efforts after surviving sexual violence could have
positive effects and encourage growth/healing for a survivor (Swanson & Szymanski,
2020). This is where cultural validation comes into play as well, as students are seeking
out validation for their background and newfound identity as a survivor.
We know that in the United States, 1 in 5 women and 2.8 million men will be
assaulted in their lifetime (Smith et al., 2018). 47% of people who fall under the
transgender umbrella will also be victimized (Seelman, 2015) at some point in their lives.
Due to this, it would make proportional sense that there are large groups of people on
college campuses who have been assaulted, whether that be during or before attending
their universities. These student survivor activism groups attract survivors and allies to
the survivor community, often people who are wanting to make change on their campus
because they see a problem with sexual violence on their campus. There are preventative
measures in place at many universities to try to curb the rape epidemic in the United
States, like bystander intervention programs, mandatory training for incoming students on
consent and sexual assault/harassment and making nearly all faculty and staff at a
university mandatory reporters. Unfortunately, as discussed in the literature review, the
amount of sexual violence happening across college campuses still continues to rise
(Cantor et al., 2019).
How these student survivor activism groups form is similar to how other groups
of activists form, as mentioned in Chapter One (Hegdahl, 2017; History.com Editors,
2020; Kaur, 2020; Mangan, 2015). Many of the general activist groups mentioned are
made up of students with similar backgrounds, similar experiences, or are trying to bring
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awareness or change to a certain issue. This is similar to how survivor activism groups
form, all mentioning that they were formed through being personally affected by sexual
violence or knowing someone who has been affected. Being personally affected by any
issue can spark outrage or motivate someone to want to work towards a better outcome,
and in this way, survivors of sexual violence are very similar to other marginalized
groups of student activists who are now advocating for causes that they have had personal
experience with.
How Has the Environment of Your Institution Affected This Group Either Currently
or in the Past?
The second research question asks what role the campus environment has in the
development of the group. Themes two and five both help in answering this question, as a
majority of participants state that they do not feel supported by upper-level university
administration yet find support typically through lower-level faculty and staff members.
The fifth theme identifies a lack of trust between survivors of sexual violence and their
institution/Title IX, which also plays a role in how survivors interact with the campus
environment. The CECE Model’s indicators that fall under cultural responsiveness
include humanized educational environments and holistic support. Humanized
educational environments refers to having opportunities for students to develop
relationships with university employees. Three out of five participants interviewed said
that they had either a strained relationship or no positive relationship at all with university
administrators, but all five participants mentioned positive support systems from faculty
and staff. These findings revealed that out of the four universities included in this study,
only half were providing a humanized educational environment for student survivors.
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Holistic support refers to students having access to at least one university employee that
can support them and offer information and assistance with problems, to which all
participants noted that they did have access. Holistic support can look different
depending on what a student/group needs, as it could be offering help writing a policy
revision or it may be helping a student on a personal level, like working through the
preferred name policy to change their name.
Theme five was centered around distrust between survivors and the university system
and Title IX as a whole to effectively protect and find justice for survivors. This also ties
into the proactive philosophies’ indicator of the CECE Model and shows that the
universities that the participants in this study attend do not have proactive philosophies
implemented. Proactive philosophies are philosophies that lead university employees to
proactively provide support and resources to students rather than waiting for students to
find them on their own. In every interview, despite the participants mentioning they
found support through a faculty or staff member of the university, it became clear that
this line of support would not have been established had it not been for the students
seeking it out themselves.
Numerous sources explain why survivors do not choose to report the violence they
have endured (Sable et al., 2006; Weiss, 2010, 2013; L. C. Wilson & Miller, 2015). There
is a lack of trust between survivors and the government because survivors see time and
time again in media that survivors are victim-blamed, forced to relive their experiences
over and over, and in more cases than not, perpetrators of sexual violence are not
receiving consequences at a proportional level to the harm caused by their crimes. Due to
this, it is not surprising that student survivors at universities do not want to reach out to
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Title IX offices to help them with their experiences, as they may feel that nothing will
come of it. The intensive process that Title IX cases undergo may disrupt academics,
social lives, and much more. For many survivors, they simply do not think it would be
worth it.
The second theme discusses how the participants do not feel supported by the
administration at their colleges. As discussed in Chapter One, it is shown that students
organizing protests have been happening since the creation of the higher education
system as we know it today (Collier, 2018). Seeing results of protests end career paths, or
drastically change university budgets and policies, administrators may not be keen to
work with student groups who raise concerns. This may be political, or it may be selfish,
but either way, it does nothing to benefit the students who choose to speak up. Student
survivor activism groups have to put in long hours of research and compiling information
to be well versed in Title IX and university policies in order to make a case for what they
believe needs to change. Seeing that students have done the work and are well-read on
policies and best practices for working with survivors, administrators should be eager to
meet with them and talk about how they can meet the students’ needs while still
remaining compliant with federal guidelines. Three participants described poor
relationships with administration, one participant noted an “okay” relationship, and one
described a positive relationship.
The only indicator of the CECE Model in the cultural responsiveness category
utilized on all campuses included in the study was also revealed as an aspect of this
second theme (Museus, 2014). All participants shared they had received positive support
from lower-level faculty and staff members. Holistic support was present for those who
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participated in the study, since they had access to at least one university employee who
they felt safe connecting to, confiding in, and asking for resources or support. While
having trusted faculty and staff members are beneficial to providing students a culturally
engaging campus environment, it is important to have a confidential resource for students
on their campus as well. Since the participants of the study had more trust in lower-level
employees to support them, having all university full-time employees as required
mandatory reporters may not be the best course of action. For example, if a student
reveals to a group that they have been assaulted, a faculty member who was present
would need to report this, even if the student had originally thought it was a confidential
space.
Three participants noted the need or desire to have a physical space on campus
that would primarily serve survivors of sexual violence, and in those spaces would be
trusted university employees, but those employees would be confidential, or people who
are not mandated to report or disclose if an assault has occurred. By having a space
dedicated to survivors, a university could utilize the CECE Model’s factor of humanized
environments (Museus, 2014). By employing victim/survivor advocates or campus
advocates, it not only gives students the opportunity to regain control of the situation they
are in, but to be in an environment where they know their wellbeing is a priority. In the
literature review, we learn that many of the side effects survivors experience throughout
healing are due to the loss of control that occurred (CDC, 2019; Department of Family
Services, 2020; RAINN, 2021). Ensuring that students had the choice on whether or not
to report to Title IX or local law enforcement will give survivors some sense of control
back. Advocates like these are used in the general legal system as well and are able to
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help a victim feel more supported. Campus advocates would be able to assist survivors in
going through the Title IX process as a whole, navigating the changing guidelines, and
ensuring they have all of the resources they need to be successful.
What Were or Are the Main Goals Your Group Hopes to Accomplish?
The third research question asks about the main goals that the participants hoped their
group would accomplish. Participants mentioned sexual violence prevention efforts, Title
IX policy changes, advocating for more services for survivors at their university, and
demanding more accountability for Title IX outcomes/proceedings from their university.
These goals expressed by participants are examples of cultural community service, which
is an indicator of cultural relevance in the CECE Model. Cultural community service
typically gives students opportunities to support and volunteer with their home
community and culture, but the participants in this study are engaging with their
community at school and hoping to make a difference there, instead. By focusing on
goals primarily aimed at reform within their specific university, it is a way to give back to
future survivors, so that, as one participant said, “less students had to experience the
traumas that I experienced”. Giving back to the survivor community and making changes
for those more marginalized or those who will be affected by sexual violence in the
future can also be healing for many survivors, as noted in a previously mentioned study
(Swanson & Szymanski, 2020).
The third theme found in the current study discusses the goals that participants
have and what they have accomplished since being involved with a student survivor
activism group. Participants, despite having negative feelings towards the Title IX offices
on their campuses and the policies they uphold, have ambitious goals consisting of

107
reform of Title IX policies, implementing training to ensure all those who work with
survivors will be trauma informed, and changing overall campus culture related to how
students view sexual violence. In line with both the information provided in the literature
review regarding institutional betrayal and the CECE Model’s indicator of cultural
community service, it is no surprise that these student survivors are wanting to develop
and modify many things on their campuses.
Chris Linder and Jess Myers’ research indicated that student survivors of sexual
violence often feel a sense of institutional betrayal (Linder & Myers, 2018). Institutional
betrayal relates to the third theme because despite the fact that the universities have failed
to proactively prevent sexual violence or have mishandled Title IX cases, survivors still
want to work towards changing the university for the better. Institutional betrayal often
happens systemically, so not only could a survivor have their case botched by a Title IX
office, but they could also be made a victim to institutional bureaucracy and having to
navigate the system alone, as two general examples. In Linder and Myers’ research, they
found that survivors still feel loyalty to the institution that failed them, and that is why
they then choose to become more involved in activism (Linder & Myers, 2018).
Institutional betrayal is an important concept to note when talking about goals, as
survivors still want the best outcomes, and still hold on to hope that they can achieve said
outcomes, which is why they establish said goals.
Participants described often having to seek out these opportunities of cultural
community service themselves and did so by leading protests (virtual or in-person),
writing and gathering signatures on petitions, and meeting with administrators all under
the pretense of positively affecting campus for future students. It is normal for groups of
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students to raise concerns about how a university handles certain situations or speak up
about injustices. Chapter One and Two both bring up examples of student activism and
how protests or movements achieved the desired changes (Hegdahl, 2017; History.com
Editors, 2020; Morison, 1960; Rudolph, 1991; Scott, 2020). Survivors of sexual violence
are likely to look for outlets to channel their frustration/hurt surrounding not only the
sexual violence they have endured but also the betrayal from their institution. As
mentioned in the literature review, a recent study found that there were many benefits to
survivors partaking in activism, like quicker healing, growth, and a stronger ability to
manage their trauma (Swanson & Szymanski, 2020). The previous research on survivors
and why/how they turn to activism is in line with the findings presented in this study.
This study hopes to add on to the existing body of knowledge surrounding student
survivors and their involvement in activism.
In What Ways Has Your Group Seen Success Towards Their Goals?
The fourth research question asks about the progress that participants’ groups have
made in achieving goals and finding success. All of the participants are proud of what
they have accomplished, and are still wanting to continue working towards larger, more
nuanced goals. All of the participants also said they have found success in building
community within their groups, whether that be between five members or fifty, they
know they can rely on each other. Both themes three and four serve as answers to the
fourth research question, as they focused on finding success in achieving goals and using
participants’ survivor communities as sources of support.
The CECE Model also says that a factor of a culturally engaging campus environment
is meaningful cross-cultural engagement (Museus, 2014). One group said that a main
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goal of theirs they have accomplished is to work with other student organizations to
decrease sexual violence on their campus. They are doing this by attending Greek
organization meetings, as well as providing trainings for groups who sign up. By
interacting with groups who have different cultural experiences, the survivors in these
activism groups are working towards solving social issues, like sexual violence and rape
culture.
The fourth theme also encompasses aspects of the CECE Model like cultural
familiarity, culturally relevant knowledge, and cultural validation (Museus, 2014).
Having a support group of other survivors to work towards goals with, and find
successful outcomes from achieving these goals, shows that participants are creating
campus environments for themselves where they are able to be validated in their
experiences as survivors. Chapter Two’s section on societal movements related to sexual
violence helps to provide context for why these student survivor activism groups form.
Theme four is a result of all participants in the current study noting that they have found a
main source of support to be from their peers, as opposed to other university resources.
This is in line with information presented in the literature review, specifically seeing how
the Me Too movement has grown in the past few years with the use of social media.
Surviving sexual violence can often be a very isolating experience (Department of Family
Services, 2020), so as an attempt to not feel so alone, survivors find company in groups
of other survivors. The Me Too movement has it in its name and mission, that the main
goal is to let survivors know that they are not alone in their experiences (MeTooMvmt,
2021).
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While Me Too is a relatively new organization and movement, survivors have been
working together and organizing large events since the 1970’s (Hibsch, 2010; Manhart &
Rush, 1971; Poskin, 2006). This all establishes a pattern that shows the participants are
not outliers in reacting to their sexual violence. Some have a fear of not being believed by
outside entities, and others want to be around people who understand them, so they look
within their own community for support. Universities need to be providing spaces for
survivors to meet and discuss past experiences. Clearly, survivors have been doing this
for decades, whether behind closed doors or protesting out in the open, it is bound to
happen again. Universities should be anticipating this and allowing students a space
where they can feel connected to various university resources and campus officials. This
could help to reduce a hostile campus environment for survivors, and result in an ability
to forge relationships between survivors and administrators to collaborate and make
positive changes.
Implications
Based on the results and findings of the current study, there are many implications
for future practice within higher education, specifically focusing on Title IX, if
universities decide they want to do their best to support survivors of sexual violence. The
first recommendation would be to look at research that is survivor-focused and
implement strategies for reducing sexual violence that they recommend. As mentioned in
the discussion section, it is crucial for universities to look inward when wanting to find
solutions to sexual violence, as more often than not, they are providing the environment
for sexual violence to thrive.
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First and foremost, universities should be proactive about measures being taken to
prevent sexual violence from occurring in the first place. There are antiquated ways of
doing this, like increasing the presence of police/security officers in public spaces or
informing students of the Title IX policies at orientation, but these are not the most
effective steps to take. Preventing sexual violence should be a part of a university’s
culture, a topic that all students, faculty, and staff are educated on and are able to
recognize contributing factors of. Addressing rape culture at its root by examining
attitudes and perceptions of sexual violence in the university community in the form of a
campus climate survey would be a beneficial first step to take.
Implementing specific educational components at orientation, in new organization
trainings, in classrooms, etc. around sexual violence and rape culture could be a
beneficial way for universities to begin working towards preventing sexual violence.
Universities should forge partnerships within and outside the organization, bringing in
national organizations and their resources to assist in constructing a campus environment
where all students feel safe. Institutions could also collaborate with academic
departments such as women & gender studies, ethnic studies, sociology, or higher
education to ensure that new policies and implemented programs are being done
effectively and according to current and new research in the field. Exposing students
multiple times to the information surrounding sexual violence will help to ensure that the
university has done its part in effectively communicating what is and is not acceptable
according to their student code of conduct.
While it may be time consuming or costly to implement new approaches to
bystander intervention programs, this would be a great second step. Survivors are victim-
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blamed and slut-shamed from the minute the sexual violence occurs and seeing that the
university is trying to reduce these instances will hopefully go a long way in showing
commitment. It is important for this intervention to also educate students, faculty, and
staff on aspects of rape culture, especially if hoping to create any lasting change to the
campus environment.
Another recommendation for practice is to center survivor’s voices in the
conversation. Universities and the federal government have been doing what they think is
in the best interest of all students for decades regarding Title IX, but with the recent
emergence of student survivor activism groups across the nation, clearly this is not
having the intended effect. Actually listening to the students raising concerns and
working with them to further understand their point of view can not only help to create
more equitable and trauma informed policies but can help rebuild some of the trust that,
in this study, specifically found in theme five, was seen to be nonexistent between
survivors and their universities. Many of the concerns brought up in this study included
examples of policy changes and adjustments, as well as advocating for supportive
campus environments.
One survivor asked the rhetorical question “What’s the point of changing policies
if universities won’t even follow them”? The student survivors who participated in this
study tended to be wary of promises made by their university, and do not trust in
universities to do the right thing. This is a theme that happens again and again. For
example, distrust occurs when a racially-motivated hate crime occurs, and administrators
put out a generalized statement that they do not condone these actions, but then nothing
happens to the student and no policies at a university are changed to show support for
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those who were impacted (Batty, 2020; Howard, 2020; McKenzie, 2020; Trust, 2020).
Centering student voices at the forefront of these discussions, and then actually making
direct changes based on the conversations had, is another way to rebuild trust in the Title
IX process at universities.
Overall, the findings in this study all point to the fact that students who are
survivors of sexual violence are looking for someone to care about them, only to find
distrust, and often difficult relationships with administrators. Students do not feel
comfortable talking to Title IX coordinators, nor do they feel they can trust the intentions
of university administrators to do right by them. Universities should be working to
prevent sexual violence from ever occurring, not simply reacting to it after the incidents
happen. The process to change will be a lengthy one, but it is necessary if administrators
do not want to see the unrest continue to grow.
Recommendations for Future Research
There are many recommendations for future research, considering that there has
been no previous research done on this specific population. This study contributed to
understanding the use of the CECE Model framework in regard to survivors of sexual
violence. While it has not been previously applied in this way, this study shows that it can
be applied to more groups than previously thought. Another contribution this study
makes to existing literature about survivors of sexual violence in general was that there
was little to no institutional or administrative support for survivors, instead they found
supportive relationships with faculty and staff. It would be interesting to learn more about
why this is, as we see in the findings and discussion chapters, data was presented that
shows that the participants of this study all felt supported by lower-level faculty and staff
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members. Learning more about where student survivors of sexual violence are seeking
out and finding support from can help to not only further understand the groups, but also
survivors of violence in general.
For the purposes of this study, it was nearly impossible to completely separate the
participants as individuals from their groups, as the students are at the forefront of
creating and organizing within these groups. Future research should aim to do this,
studying more about the differences between individual efforts and group efforts in
changing Title IX policy and advocating for student survivors.
Another interesting research path would be to study the differences between
student survivor activism groups between institutional types. The participants from this
study were from a variety of institutional types, but the differences between the two were
not compared. Learning about how the groups organize at a community college vs. a
private liberal arts college would be interesting, especially given the different Title IX
regulations that each institutional type would have to adhere to. The differences in
students attending various institutional types would also be noteworthy, as maybe
students could bring different backgrounds to the Title IX conversation.
Further, a quantitative research approach could be taken about survivors’ attitudes
towards their Title IX offices and universities. While this qualitative study was able to
capture many feelings and opinions on how survivors felt supported/unsupported at their
universities, studying this same phenomenon in a quantitative fashion could be beneficial
as well. Being able to say that X number of survivors of sexual violence do not feel
supported by their institution, or X number of survivors think Title IX needs to be
reformed, could spark real and lasting change in higher education.
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The framework of the Culturally Engaging Campus Environments Model
(Museus, 2014) being used aligns with the findings presented in the research, but the
model itself does not specifically mention being used to study survivors of sexual
violence. This body of research helps to further the understanding of the potential
application of the model to being used more broadly to study survivors of sexual
violence. Learning more about specific models and theories to utilize when working with
student survivors could lead to a more developed pool of research for future use.
Finally, future research should include identifying areas in current Title IX law
that can be modified or changed to further accommodate survivors without discounting
the experiences of the accused. Many universities, prior to the Title IX changes enacted
in 2020, did not have active student survivor activism groups. Identifying which policies
need to change, or identifying exactly what would best accommodate these students,
would assist administrators and Title IX employees to best serve students. From here,
research could be done surrounding how students are reacting to the changed policies,
and if progress is being made in supporting and advocating for survivors.
Conclusion
Institutions of higher education often point to campus environments that are
supportive of all students and their efforts to “meet student needs”. Without student
activism, how are institutions made aware of pressing concerns? Student activism, while
more broadcasted in recent times, has always been an essential component of ensuring
institutions are serving their students’ needs. By failing to listen to students’ concerns,
student activism groups, particularly those centered around survivor advocacy and Title
IX reform, are becoming a more prevalent occurrence in the higher education landscape.
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Without generalizing beyond the subjects of the current study, many findings were
discovered as it relates to student survivor activists that participated in this study and the
activism groups that they represent. The first finding was that student survivor activism
groups form because of the personal experiences of individuals or knowing someone who
has personally experienced sexual violence. The second finding was that the participants
perceived that their institution did not want to do anything to address sexual violence
unless something traumatic happened. Third, these groups are proud of their influence
and progress made towards their goals. A fourth finding is that survivors and allies have
relied on each other for support and to work together in an attempt to influence policy
and action. Finally, it was found that there is virtually no trust in current policies and
practices related to Title IX implementation. Title IX was never meant to be a process
that would handle sexual misconduct cases, but that is what its main role has been in
recent years. Unless institutions act, extremely traumatic events involving sexual violence
will continue to occur, the number of student activism groups will continue to increase,
and higher education will not fulfill the mission of meeting the needs of every student.
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Appendix A

Retrieved from: The National Institute for Transformation and Equity’s website (NITE
Education, 2020).
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Appendix B (continued)

Information entered into map-customization website on August 27, 2020. Map created
on: MapCustomizer.com (MapCustomizer, 2020). Magnified to distinguish between
groups.
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Appendix C
List of schools (numbers correlate to map) with identified student survivor activism
groups:
1. University of Nebraska-Lincoln
2. George Mason University
3. The University of Virginia
4. Princeton University
5. George Washington University
6. University of South Carolina
7. Harvard University
8. Vanderbilt University
9. James Madison University
10. Georgia Tech University
11. Virginia Commonwealth University
12. William & Mary University
13. Ohio State University
14. Michigan State University
15. Wake Forest University
16. Virginia College University
17. Rhodes College
18. Dartmouth University
19. University of Michigan
20. University of Maryland, Baltimore County
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Appendix C (continued)
21. University of Pennsylvania
22. Georgetown University
23. University of Denver
24. University of Florida
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Appendix D
Demographic Questions:
1. What gender do you identify with?
2. What pronouns do you use?
3. What year in school are you?
4. How old are you?
5. Do you live on or off campus?
6. What initially made you want to attend your university?
Question Block 1:
1. How long has your group been active?
2. When did your group form?
a. When did you become involved in the group?
3. Was there a moment that organizers realized they needed to form a group?
a. Did something happen at your university that caused the group to form?
4. How did you find others to become involved?
5. Have you talked to other survivor activism groups at different institutions? Or
collaborated in any way?
a. Have you talked to any national advocacy groups?
6. What is your “why” for why you chose to start/join the group?
a. What personal experiences have you had that makes you passionate about
this topic?
Question Block 2:
1. Are there main goals that your group wants to accomplish?
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a. Have these goals changed over time?
2. How did your group respond to the Title IX policy changes that went into effect
in August 2020?
3. Do you think change in Title IX needs to happen more at the university level or
the federal level? Why?
Question Block 3:
1. Have there been challenges your group has faced? Are there examples you can
share?
2. What do you think the student perception of your group is?
3. How do you think administration or other university employees view your group?
4. Have you received any support from your university?
5. Have any media outlets covered your group? What was the response to this from
your university?
6. What do you think the overall campus culture is at your school related to sexual
violence?
7. How do you view your relationship with university administration?
Question Block 4:
1. Have you found that a certain kind of organizing works best for your group
(meetings, social media use, in-person protests, etc.)?
2. What steps has your group taken to accomplish its goals?
3. What is one thing you’re proud of as it relates to this organization?
4. Are there other accomplishments from the organization that you can share?
5. What do you see as the future of the organization?
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6. If you had to give one piece of advice for a person looking to start a group at their
own institution, what would that be?

